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It has long been recognized that the city is a source for literary imaginations and 
creations. To understand the connection between self and city is to observe how both can 
be evolved from one another. In other words, it is the connection rather than the 
distinction between the self and the city that serves as the basis of my study; this also 
explains why "interpenetration" has a special significance in the poem. My study of 
William Carlos Williams' Paterson is focused on three aspects: the visual, the historical 
and the interpersonal. The visual first establishes a preliminary contact between the poet 
and the city; in Chapter 1 the poem is seen as a photo-album and an illustrated book. 
Images, captions and illustrations are means the poet used to eliminate the gap between 
the self and the city on a visual basis. This preliminary encounter paves the way to 
another scope: the historical. The historical refers to the chronology oiPaterson, or to be 
more specific the history ofinteractions between the self and the city. Through Williams' 
spedfic use of history in the poem the interpenetration is being brought forward to a 
simultaneity: the difference ofthe past and the present is blurred in order to liberate and 
accelerate the process. This is discussed in the second chapter of the thesis. Williams' 
use ofhistory is linked to another scheme: the making of the Paterson family. In Chapter 
3 the poet's quest for a relationship with the city of Paterson is studied in relation to two 
characters in the poem—Nardi and Ginsberg who represent the mother and the son 
respectively. The poet strives for the interpenetration between the self and the city, but 
this cannot be done without the assistance of the family members. The mother and the 
son help the poet by perpetuating, renewing and extending the interactions between the 
self and the city. It is my concem in the third chapter to show how or under what 
circumstance the relationships between the father, the mother and the son can be 






















perhaps his name is never found in the architectural and urban history ofAmerica. 
William Carlos Williams, a poet and a physician, did not impress the contemporary world 
with any great, revolutionary urban projects or ideas. But Paterson, a fictional city he 
created, serves as a good means to understand the relationship between the city and the 
individual. A city never exists in a vacuum; what really gives birth to a city is not merely 
its spatial or physical dimension, but the human activities taking place within that 
particular boundary. The vitality and dynamism of a city is a reified form of this 
relationship—how human beings interact with the environment or the setting and how 
individuals interact with each other. The flow and aggregation of these interactions serve 
as the foundation of a city. A discourse on the city and the self is in fact an investigation 
of such interactions. 
What interests me most in Williams's Paterson are the ways he explores and 
investigates such interactions, whether it be visual, interpersonal or historical. What 
makes this long poem significant is that the poet not only records or captures the essence 
ofthe city in words, but participates in it: the whole poem is an attempt to link the selfto 
the city or the city to the self. This is a striving for a relationship with the environment. 
In Paterson, what I call interactions are in fact means to connect the self and the city. 
Perhaps it is reasonable to argue that there must be a connection whenever a person tries 
to perceive the surroundings. But how this connection is defined and explored may lead 







First of all, I would like to borrow a few lines from William Wordsworth's The 
Prelude. The following verse paragraph is cited from the seventh book ofthe poem. It 
concerns the poet's feelings toward the city and the people around him: 
0 Friend! one feeling was there which belonged 
To this great city, by exclusive right; 
How often, in the overflowing streets, 
Have I gone forward with the crowd and said 
Unto myself, ‘The face of every one 
That passes by me is a mystery!' 
The city, especially its “crowd” gives the poet a strong sense of uneasiness. The 
constituents of the city—the streets, the crowd are to the poet a "mystery." The 
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connection between the poet and the city is substantialized through his experience ofthe 
streets and the crowd/But the poet does not expose us forther to the situation; he retreats 
to his own feelings. "Mystery" becomes a generalization, a paradox: it connects the poet 
and the city by further distancing one from the other. What is emphasized here is the 
distance between the poet and the city. 
The impression ofthe city may seem less mysterious to other Romantic poets. In 
William Blake's "London" the poet also uses the people as an epitome ofthe city: 
I wander thro, each charter'd street 
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow 
And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 
The tone here is less submissive than Wordsworth's: "mystery" is a category and 
generalization which enables the poet to tum a blind eye to the details of the city; the 
encounter between the poet and the city in Wordsworth's is one-sided~the interaction is 
taunted when the poet steps back to his own self by labeling the city with a vague 
category. Although there is an encounter, both end up as two separate unknowns to one 
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and other. Seen in this light, Blake,s observation of London is more penetrating than 
Wordsworth's. To the two poets the faces of the people are traces of a city, but how they 
make use ofthem may have very different implications: to Wordsworth, the faces, or the 
traces of the city constitute a "mystery"; Blake plays a more active part to unveil the 
"mystery," and with the same reference the city is characterized by "Marks ofweakness, 
marks ofwoe." The image is more specific and clear; and the interaction ofthe city and 
the poet becomes more concrete: the faces establishes an emotional linkage between the 
poet and the city. 
The connection of the poet and the city is loose and ephemeral. Sharpe argues 
such a connection can be attributed to the nature of city poet and urban writing: 
For the city poet is himselfapassing stranger who comes to know or to reveal 
himselfin the poem through his reflection in the faces of other strangers. This 
interaction of seer and seen accounts for the instability of urban writing, the re-
making of something in a face that flits by in the crowd. 
(Sharpe 2) 
Sharpe's argument is partially correct: it may be true that, in a visual sense, the poet has 
to rely on the “strangers,，to understand himself in a city. However, this should be taken 
as one ofthe options available to the poets. It leads us to reconsider the whole issue ifthe 
“strangers” is an option rather than the presumed nature of the city poet: what makes the 
“strangers,，essential to the writing ofthe city self? If the relationship of city poet and the 
"strangers" resembles that of the seer and the seen, does it imply that the interaction is 
strictly visual? Ifthe city can also be seen as a “text” (Sharpe 2), is this particular type of 
interaction a matter of reading habit rather than the true nature ofcity poet? 
Wordsworth's "mystery" and Blake's "marks" are results of their choices: they 
have chosen the faces of the people to identify the city. The disparity of their 
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observations of London are a matter of distance: Wordsworth puts an end to the 
encounter when he finds it unfathomable; Blake slightly reduces the distance with his 
sympathy—the “marks” represents an emotional link between the poet and the city, and 
therefore it is more concrete than Wordsworth's "mystery." However, the difference here 
does not imply a change in the relationship of the poet and the city—the gap remains if 
the poets choose to stand alooffrom the city and see it as a departed entity. London in 
both stanzas is objectified through the faces ofthe people. Another problem associated 
with the two observations here is that they dwell on the visual perspective ofthe city—the 
poets are responding to their own eyes. I am not saying that the visual aspect can be 
ignored, but the subtle relationship between the poet and the city will be limited and over-
generalized if it is reduced to a mere visual formation. Visualization should be treated as 
a preliminary means to bridge the gap between the poet and the city, and this is similar to 
the reading of a written text: a text may not be readable if readers fail to identify the 
written words, but at the same time a visual contact between the text and the reader does 
not necessarily imply a full transmission of meaning. A poet can never enter the city ifhe 
is blinded by his own eyes. 
Charles Baudelaire has also explored the connection of the city and the poet. 
"Parisian Scenes" provides several suggestions about how the two can be associated to 
one and other. This can be seen in two aspects: first, the poet's position towards the city; 
second, the means the poet used to establish a relationship with the city. The position of 
the poet determines the nature of the encounter. In “To the Reader" the first poem of The 
Flowers of Evil, Baudelaire has destroyed the distance between the poet and the subject of 
his works: “一Hypocrite reader,—fellowman, ~"my twin!" (Baudelaire 7). Those who 
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assume there is a difference between poetic depiction and reality, or those who assume 
they are living a life far more superior than that of the characters in the poem is 
considered hypocritical. The position of the poet is clearly defined here: he 
acknowledges he is part ofthe ugliness and decadence. Due to this particular attitude, the 
distance between the poet and the city has been drastically reduced. Again the eyes play 
an active role in the making ofBaudelaire's Paris: 
How sweet it is to see, across the misty gloom, 
A star bom in the blue, a lamp lit in a room, 
Rivers of chimney smoke, rising in purplish streams, 
The pale of glow of the moon, transfiguring the scene. 
(Baudelaire 167) 
However, what makes the eyes here different from those ofBlake and Wordsworth is that 
Baudelaire uses them as a primary means to capture the city, or to be more specific the 
visual qualities ofParis. This leads to another question: what does he look for in the city? 
Baudelaire's Paris is crowded with different types of strangers: a red-haired beggar girl, 
the ghostlike old men, little old women, the blind, a woman passer-by, people in a gaming 
room and some other invisible and silent interlocutors. The visual encounters here are 
not the ends一Paris does not exist as an image, but only a primary step tying the poet and 
the city together. The connection reaches its zenith in "Parisian Dream:,， 
And, happy with my artistry, 
I painted into my tableau 
The ravishing monotony 
Of marble, metal, water-flow. 
(Baudelaire 207) 
The poet is no longer a seer~a person detached from the objective surroundings; he 
becomes an individual capable of changing, polishing the scenes. In other words, 
dreaming is a way to personalize the seen, a way to close the gap between subject and 
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object. Unlike Wordsworth and Blake, Baudelaire refuses to stand apart from the city; 
the dream is a representation of the intimacy between the poet and the city. 
From -Wordsworth, Blake to Baudelaire there is a change in the interactions ofthe 
self and the city: the connection shift from a visual encounter to the working of human 
consciousness. The city becomes a possession of the self; and what makes a city readable 
are the spaces it has opened up for readers to ascribe meanings to it. There are at least 
two ways to ascribe meanings to the city: first, the poet can rely on vague categories一 
Wordsworth's "mystery" if taken literally, simply means the city is indecipherable, but 
this also implies the necessity of a deeper exploration into the city~~the complexity ofthe 
city remains mysterious if the poet tends to maintain the distance between the self and 
the city. Second, the self, rather than the city, becomes the source of description and 
narration. The use of interior monologue in Walt Whitman's "Crossing the Brooklyn 
Ferry" is an example. The crowd, or the invisible interlocutor in the poem becomes a 
mirror for the poet to reflect and extend his feelings: 
I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever so many generations 
hence, Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt, 
Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of a crowd, 
Just as you are refresh'd by the gladness of the river and the bright flow, I was 
refresh,d, 
Just as you stand and lean on the rail, yet hurry with the swift current, I stood yet 
was hurried, 
Just as you look on the numberless masts of ships and the thickstemm'd pipes of 
steamboats, I look'd. 
(Whitman 130) 
The voice of the poet is built upon the silence of the other~the crowd as an embodiment 
of the city becomes an extension of the self. The city~the text~is ignored by the reader 
throughout the reading process, as Pike suggests “its [the poem] center of gravity lies in 
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the vision ofthe poet rather than in the objects enumerated, which are made transparent 
by the overwhelming power ofhis vision" (Pike 78). The interaction of the poet and the 
city again becomes one-sided and domineering. 
An interaction does not necessarily lead to a harmonious, unified relationship 
between the city and the poet. A striving for this particular relationship requires certain 
prerequisites, and this could be one of the reasons that makes Williams different from his 
predecessors. When "the city/ the man, an identity~"it can't be/ otherwise—an 
interpenetration, both ways" (Williams 4) appears in the preface to Paterson Book 1, it 
states not only the ultimate goal of the poem, but also a devotion to certain poetic 
attitudes and “measures.” What makes this interpenetration possible is not only a matter 
of attitude or belief, but that of methods~this particular relationship of the city and the 
poet is also a product of techniques Williams used in writing Paterson. It should be 
noted that the city and the self are two different variables, how to link them together is the 
first issue to be solved by Williams in the poem. The ultimate solution to the problem 
refers to certain methods which enable the self or the city to speak, or to communicate 
without sacrificing, silencing one for the other. In other words, it is a method to maintain 
balance between the self and the city. 
Pound begins ‘‘Dr. Williams' Position" with an interesting incident told by the 
poet's mother: when he was a boy Williams would spend the whole day contemplating on 
the wearing of shoes. What interests Pound in this incident is the significance of this 
particular type of sensibility: "It has prevented our author [Williams] from grabbing 
ready-made conclusions, and from taking too much for granted" (Pound 389). I think it is 
appropriate for Pound to use this incident at the beginning of his essay, for this kind of 
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temperament not only explains Williams's philosophy of writing, but also determines 
how and what the poet is going to explore in the relationship of the self and the city in 
Paterson. One ofthe most significant points that marks the difference ofWilliams's city 
with that of his predecessors is the poet does not begin his joumey with "ready-made" 
assumptions. This will definitely complicate the connection of the self and the city: the 
city and poet must then be treated as two individual entities, each possessing certain 
qualities; and without using any presumptions, the poet needs to see if there exist other 
possibilities that could help to bridge the two. So perhaps Paterson is not a poem about 
the self and the city, but about how, or under what circumstances, the two can become 
interactive and communicative to one another. Rosenthal correctly asserts that “the 
scheme ofthe poem is based on a search, on a continuity, rather than on the containment 
of a watertight finality" (Rosenthal xxxiii). Only through searching and experiment can 
the poet find ways to link the two together; and the poem thus becomes a process of 
discovery. 
The main principles in Williams's poetics may provide some useful hints for 
understanding the nature and essence of Paterson. One of the issues in Williams's 
poetics concerns the form of poetry—to Williams, it is form, rather than language, that 
makes poetry meaningful. In the introduction to The Wedge, Williams stresses the 
importance of“formal invention:” 
There is no poetry of distinction with formal invention, for it is in the intimate 
form that works of art achieve their exact meaning, in which they most resemble 
the machine, to give language its highest dignity, its illumination in the 
environment to which it is native. 
(Williams 55) 
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The task of the poet is not to say or to imitate, but to invent. To order to see how 
composition is equivalent to invention may lead us to another principle: “No ideas but in 
things.” To Williams the universality of ideas can never capture the particularity of 
things. To invent is not to embark on ideas, but on the very nature of things; only through 
this principle can composition becomes equivalent to invention—the poet writes in “A 
Sort of a Song:，，"Compose. O^o ideas/ but in things) Invent" (Williams 55). If 
composition is invention, and ifinvention can only be achieved through things, then how, 
or through what possible ways, can the poet establish a connection with things? In “The 
Poem as a Field of Action” Williams argues what is "permanent" and “sacrosanct，，in 
poetry is "structure;" only through “structure” the poet is able to get in touch with reality: 
"And what is reality? How do we know reality? The only reality that we can know is 
MEASURE" (Williams 283). A poet's creativity is not weighed in terms ofthe ideas he 
is trying to express in the poem; the pattern or form of poetry is the true representation of 
a poet—it is the only channel in which the poet can interact with the external world. In I 
Wanted to Write a Poem, Williams's comments on the writing of Paterson Book 1 
reiterates the significance of form: “I knew I had what I wanted to say. I knew I wanted 
to say it in my form. I was aware that it wasn't a finished form, yet I knew it was not 
formless. I had to invent my form, if form it was" (Williams 74). Form in Williams's 
poetics is not a vehicle to transport meaning; it is the core of poetic expression. The city 
and the self in Paterson are best explained by associating the ideas together—what 
renders things into a kind ofreality is dependent on the means of composition. To make 
the self and the city interactive to one another the poet must invent forms to explore the 
particulars, and at the same time, through this specific type of invention, renders the 
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interactions into a reality. The forms of writing in Paterson represent the ways Williams 
approaches the self and the city. 
^hQn-Paterson Book 1 was published in 1946, "language" was seen as an 
important aspect of the book. This is best summarized in a review written by Randall 
Jarrell: "The subject of 'Paterson' is: How can you tell the truth about things? ~"that is, 
how can you find a language so close to the world that the world can be represented and 
understood in it?" (Jarrell 175). Language is undoubtedly a means to link up the city and 
the self. However, in order to tell the truth of things the poet may need to use not only a 
single language, but different languages~means which enable the poet to capture the 
particularity and diversity of things. If we put it back into the context of Williams's 
poetics, languages, rather than a language, constitute the reality of the city and the self in 
Paterson. When Book 2 was published in 1948, critics seem to be more aware of the 
kinds of language Williams used in his composition of Paterson. In a review written by 
Leslie Fiedler, certain distinctions were made in the types of language Williams used in 
the poem: 
he pursues absolutely the seen poem: speech that rejects the illusion of being 
heard; lines broken on the page regardless of cadence to make the eye's pattem or 
emulate plastic form; at last, the absurd periods set offby chaste white space . , as 
if thev were the poem ultimately reduced and framed by a respectful silence. 
� (Fiedler 193) 
Two types of language~visual and discursive—are distinguished here. Visualization of 
things is one of the key methods in Paterson. However, visual language should be taken 
as a primary means: it helps to discover and explore the particulars of things, but again it 
is not a method capable enough to associate the self and the city. To make the two an 
"interpenetration" Williams has to enlarge the scope of interactions by introducing 
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another element to the poem—the inscriptions ofprose. 
The use of prose develops and accelerates the interactive process ofthe self and 
the city in Paterson. The prose in the poem that gives the interactive process a historical 
dimension: the poet, through using different citations, has enriched the city by ascribing a 
historical significance to things. In other words, citations in Paterson are a form of 
perception, and through deciding what or how to inscribe citations into the poem the 
connection of the city and the self has reached a new level—their encounters are 
deepened and extended through a historical space: 
The events ofhistory themselves—with which the poet interlards his verse: letters 
from friends, snatches from old newspapers, archival records, the documents of 
past and present—provide the links, the scattered facts which the broad 
imaginative conception seeks to co-ordinate. 
(Honig 2-3) 
To some the prose in the poem is considered “anti-poetic” (Fiedler 192). The use of 
prose in Paterson is not a matter of poetic or anti-poetic if it is seen as a representation of 
a specific relationship between the self and the city. The poet plays several roles in 
Paterson: he is a photographer, illustrator, historian and also a father. These roles help to 
achieve what Williams calls "interpenetration" throughout the development ofthe poem. 
The poet becomes Paterson at the end because the roles he played in the poem enable 
him to perceive the city and its things from different perspectives. The identification of 
the poet and the city ofPaterson is then an accumulation of experience: the experience of 
being a photographer, illustrator, historian and father reduces the distance between the 
self and the city. These roles represent different types of perception which accelerate the 
development of the poem, or the identification of the man and the city. 
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In the first chapter I will examine how Williams as a photographer and illustrator 
visualizes the city, and how such visual experience reduces the gap between the city and 
the poet. Visualization is primary: the things, from a visual point of view, are bound by 
space and the viewer's position. How Williams defines his viewing position, or how the 
poet, as a photographer, captures the images with his camera represents a primary visual 
encounter between the city and the self. The idea of seeing and being seen and its relation 
to the self and things will be further discussed in the first chapter. I put photographer and 
illustrator together as both are creators of visual effects, but at the same time these two 
roles represent two different directions to visualize the interactions of the selfand the city 
visible in Paterson. 
In the second chapter the poet is treated as an historian. The interactions of the 
self and the city are historicized through the use of citations in Paterson. History in 
Paterson is tripartite: first, the history of things; second, the history ofthe self; and third, 
the interpenetration of both. Perhaps it is the interpenetration that makes me think of the 
poet as a historian in the poem: the poet tries to footnote the things and the self with 
letters, documents and newspaper cuttings, and the citations also connote a development 
in itself, and through this development we see a subsequent change in the relationship of 
the self and the city. The historical dimension is a further elaboration of the visual 
encounter. 
In the third chapter Williams becomes a father, a key member of the Paterson 
family. In I Wanted to Write a Poem the poet says "When I speak of Paterson throughout 
the poem, I speak of both the man and the city" (Williams 73-4), but this is not achieved 
until the library is destroyed in the third book. The institution implies a language barrier 
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between the city and the self; the destruction in the third book represents a desire to 
communicate: "The subject of Book III is the search for expression, for a language; the 
difficulties of_writing poetry in an industrial civilization, and ultimately the difficulties of 
Dr. Williams" (Spears 214). But the quest can never be conceived or put into practice 
without the hostility of the mother: in the third chapter I will discuss how the mother 
helps the poet to be aware of the "difficulty" of communication and the necessity to 
search for a means of expression. After the third book the linkage of the city and the self 
has to be renewed: the destruction of the institution drives the poet to create a new 
language—a new contract between the self and the city. However, this is not done all by 
the poet; without the aid of his family members, the task will become extremely difficult 
or even impossible. The third chapter is an exploration of the relationships between the 
members of the Paterson family: the two other members~"the mother and the son~serve 
as two forces which make the poem extendable and renewable by reinvigorating and 
perpetuating the quest for the poet. 
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Chapter 1 The Eyes in Paterson: Williams as Photographer and Illustrator 
It is usually taken for granted that the relationship of seeing and being seen is 
biased一it is the observer who determines what he or she wants to see, and things~the 
silent, invisible other~"await the visual discovery of the observer. Being seen is then 
identical to being shaped, molded and exploited by the eyes of the observer; it is through 
the eyes that the seen become visible, readable and in tum intelligible. But if we think of 
the parable of master and slave, the relationship of the observer and the things could also 
be symbiotic: the master may have absolute power over the slave, but he needs the slave 
to assert his position of being a master. The same follows in the relationship of the 
observer and the observed: things are visualized by the seer, but he also needs the 
visibility of things to support his role. The action of seeing is thus mutual and 
interactive—seeing and being seen are dependent on one and other. 
Seeing serves as a possible linkage between an observer and the observed, but the 
action itself is not impeccable. The observing eye is never neutral or disinterested; a gaze 
always entails a function, a desire: 
Looking is hoping, desiring, neverjust taking in light, never merely collecting 
patterns and data. Looking is possessing or the desire to possess—...and there 
is no looking without thoughts of using, possessing, repossessing, owning, fixing, 
appropriating, keeping, remembering and commemorating, cherishing, borrowing, 
and stealing. 
(Elkins 22) 
Seeing can be violent and possessive; whenever we open our eyes we are engaged in the 
process ofmanipulating the external world. It is not a spontaneous operation of the eye if 
we think ofthe ultimate force working behind it, or in other words, seeing is to elaborate 
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the self through the external, visible world. No matter how intensive or wandering the 
gaze is, or whether the objects are recognizable or not, it is the spectator who determines 
how or what to look for with his eyes. The problem of seeing is also a problem ofthe self 
ifthe action itselfis an attempt to inscribe the self into the external world: the meaning of 
an object is dependant on the observer. There is no such thing as a wandering gaze if 
"seeing is at the very root of our way of getting along in the world, and a single look can 
have all the force of hatred and violence that may end up being expressed in more brutal 
ways" (Elkins 25). If seeing involves the process of molding things external to the self, 
how the two can be connected without sacrificing one and the other becomes a serious 
question for the poet. 
The question may lead us to a paradox. To know things through the eyes is to 
obtain a visual experience, and this experience is essential to an understanding of the 
external world. The visual may help to subsequently reduce the gap between the observer 
and things: the broader the knowledge about things the narrower the gap between the 
viewer and the external world. However, a thing can be seen only when it is distanced 
from the observer. Light and distance are the two prerequisites of seeing. The physical 
limitations of seeing is somehow paradoxical: on the one hand, from a visual perspective, 
the action of seeing contributes to the making of a knowledgeable, identifiable world. On 
the other hand, observer and things can never be reconciled if distance is a prerequisite of 
this particular action. 
Williams is also caught in this contradiction. When he started the preparation of 
the poem, the poet did not think of Paterson as a city; what attracted him to use Paterson 
as the subject of the poem may not be its urban dimension. In his autobiography the poet 
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recalls, "the first idea centering upon the poem, Paterson, came alive early: to find an 
image large enough to embody the whole knowable world about me" (Autobiography 
391). Paterson is an image, a visual embodiment of the poet's world. Williams in fact 
begins with the visual dimension ofthe city: the poet knows that the visibility ofthe city 
may help him to achieve the ultimate goal of the poem—the interpenetration ofman and 
city (Paterson 4). In a statement about Paterson, Williams explains the reason he refuses 
to choose the city ofNew York for the poem: "Thus the city I wanted as my object had to 
be one that I knew in its most infinite details. New York was too big, too much a 
congeries of the entire world's facets. I wanted something nearer home, something 
knowable. I deliberately selected Paterson as my reality" (Paterson xiii). Williams's 
intentions can be sununarized as follows: the poet chooses the city of Paterson as it is a 
familiar, "knowable" image. The intimacy of Williams and the city of Paterson is first 
built upon a visual encounter, the image of Paterson is known, possessed and integrated 
through the action of seeing. 
Donald Hall correctly asserts that “it was the convention then to praise Williams 
for his eye" (Hall 116). The visual dimension of Williams's writing invites critical 
opinions, and most of them emphasized the importance of seeing in his poetry. In Poetry 
and the Age, Randall Jarrell argues that it is the visual dimension which characterizes 
Williams's poetry: 
The first thing one notices about Williams's poetry is how radically sensational 
andperceptual it is: ‘Say it! No ideas but in things.’ William shares with 
Marianne Moore and Wallace Stevens a feeling that almost nothing is more 
important, more of a true delight, than the way things look. 
(Jarrell 209) 
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To Jarrell “No ideas but in things，，is identical to an intense focus on the visibility of 
objects: Williams's motto becomes a guiding principle for the eye to capture the 
appearance of things. The action of seeing is a poetic means which treats itself as the 
intention of composition. To write is not only to render visual data into a verbal reality if 
seeing, the action itself, is inseparable from the visibility of things. Jarrell continues, “all 
three (Moore, Stevens and Williams) of these poets might have used, as an epigraph for 
their poetry, that beautiful saying that it is nicer to think than to do, to feel than to think, 
but nicest of all merely to look” (Jarrell 210). But the problem of seeing still exists: how 
do the visibility of things and the action of seeing become an interpenetration if distance 
is a prerequisite to establish a connection between the two ofthem? 
Perhaps the question will be blurred if the visual perspective in Paterson is 
categorized merely as an action of seeing. What type of eyes the poet uses to contemplate 
things in his poetry may have different effects on the relationship ofthe seer and the seen. 
Critics are also aware of the essence of Williams's eyes as it determines the process of 
seeing and the consequences of visualization. Although he finds some aspects of 
Williams's works ‘‘anti-poetic,” Wallace Stevens has identified the subtle relationship 
between seeing and writing: “Williams is a writer of whom writing is the grinding of a 
glass, the polishing of a lens by means of which he hopes to be able to see clearly" 
(Stevens 65). The action of seeing in Williams's poetry is then indirect if he needs 
glasses or lenses to modify his eyesight, and the visualization of things more or less 
results from such an adjustment. If things are seen through glasses and lenses, the 
interaction of the seer and the seen would become restrictive and one-dimensional, just 
like a kaleidoscope~the diversity and intensity of images is solely dependent on how the 
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observer rectifies the instrument. The essence of things will be replaced by a logic of 
seeing, in other words, the visibility of things isjust an illusion. 
The appearance of things may not necessarily resulted from the adjustment of a 
visual device. Stevens' metaphor is a generalization of the eyes in the poem—visual 
effects become a matter of devices rather than the eyes. To some critics the nature of the 
eyes may be more crucial for understanding the relationship between self and things. To 
Kenneth Burke Williams is the “master of the glimpse" as his eyes entail a specific way 
of seeing: "What Williams sees, he sees in a flash" (Burke 47). The flashing eyes of the 
poet illustrate how poetry and things can be related to one another. Burke continues, 
"There is the eye, and there is the thing that eye alights; while the relationship existing 
between the two is a poem” (Burke 47-8). Burke's observation is getting much closer to 
the principle of "No ideas but in things," for the action of seeing is not taken as an end, 
or, as in Stevens' comment, things are nothing but the products of an eye seeing through 
visual aids. Ifthere are no ideas or presuppositions, what the eyes can do is to follow the 
contours of things~to let things be visible by themselves. 
To the poet the action of seeing should never be treated as an end in itself. It is 
even possible to argue that the ultimate goal of seeing is not even to achieve a visual 
effect. Williams states in Spring and All: 
The inevitable flux of the seeing eye toward measuring itselfby the world it 
inhabits can only result in himself crushing humiliation unless the individual raise 
to some approximate co-extension with the universe. This is possible by aid of 
the imagination. Only through the agency of this force can a man feel himself 
moved largely with sympathetic pulses at work~~. 
{Imaginations 105) 
This is the reason why I think that, though visualization is essential to Williams' poetry, it 
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is only a primary step in Paterson to bring together the poet and the city. The objective of 
seeing does not limit itself as an attempt to capture images. In the relationship between 
selfand things whether the observer can see, or whether things can really be seen are not 
the major considerations of the poet. To see or being seen are two extremes of 
visualization, only through imagination can the two be balanced and integrated. 
The writing of poetry becomes a way to concretize the mutual absorption of seer 
and the seen, selfand things, and also subject and object in the context of imagination: 
In the composition, the artist does exactly what every eye must do with life, fix 
the particular with the universality of his own personality~Taught by the 
largeness of his imagination to feel every form which he sees moving within 
himself, he must prove the truth of this by expression. 
{Imaginations 105) 
Imagination is treated as a solution to the problem of inequality in the action of seeing. A 
thing is visible not because it is an image or a kind of visual effect; seeing is not to 
narrow a thing to a definite perspective but to enable it to appear with its particulars. The 
connection of eyes and things can be explained in this way: the eyes receive the 
particularities of things, and through this reception the action of seeing is being 
transformed into a unique experience. The process is achieved through imagination as it, 
according to Williams, merges the particulars (things) with the universal (the action of 
seeing). But this experience should not remain as a concept or an idea; a real artist must 
express it through composition―the uniqueness of experience can be substantialized in 
artistic creations. Besides structure, a poem is "a field of action" since writing is 
imagination achieved and expressed through verbal or visual creations. From a visual 
point of view, the making of a poem is an action to render the action of seeing and being 
seen into a concrete experience. 
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The visual dimension can be approached in two aspects: photographic and 
illustrative. Through the process of seeing and imagination the poet works as a 
photographer and an illustrator in Paterson. Before I move on to discuss how these two 
types ofvisualization contribute to the identification of self and things, poet and the city, 
it is necessary to compare and contrast their functions. The similarity of the two 
apparent—both exist as visual forms, and both involve the logic of seeing and being seen: 
a photograph and an illustration are, on the one hand, visualized products. On the other 
hand, these products are not self-sufficient, they are created and functioned to be seen by 
others. Both share a similar nature as each one of them plays a double role: they must 
exist simultaneously as an observer and the observed. But at the same time photography 
and illustration are different from each other in terms of the process of seeing, or the way 
in which the visual qualities of things are substantialized and rendered into a visual 
reality. 
A photograph is produced when a photographer clicks the button of the camera. 
Seeing implies a distance between the seer and the seen, the same follows in the 
relationship between a photographer's camera and things. The way a camera captures 
images will not vary according to the particularity of things. To let things speak their 
own characters a photographer, or a poet, needs to go beyond the limitation of image 
capturing. What I call limitation here refers to how the visual qualities of things, being 
captured as an image, convey its own visual particularity. A photographic image fails to 
ensure the process of signification if it lacks a certain context. Roland Barthes' 
discussion of press photography in Image Music Text highlighted the general process of 
image signification. Just like language, the transmission of meaning of an image is 
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dependent on context rather than content: under what circumstance a particular image is 
presented is more decisive in determining the process of signification. Captioning an 
image is to give a context to the transmission ofmeaning: 
In front of a photograph, the feeling of ‘denotation,’ or, if one prefers, of 
analogical plenitude, is so great that the description of a photograph is literally 
impossible; to describe consists precisely injoining to the denoted message a relay 
or second-order message derived from a code which is that of language and 
constituting in relation to the photographic analogue, however much care one 
takes to be exact, a connotation: to describe is thus not simply to be imprecise or 
incomplete, it is to change structures, to signify something different to what is 
shown. 
(Barthes 18-9) 
To signify an image one needs something external or different from it in order to control 
and stabilize the conveyance of meaning. But captions in Williams's images have a 
deeper meaning: to visualize things is to activate the eyes, however, this may also reduce 
the particularity ofthings to a narrow perspective. Captions are not merely used to defme 
the meaning of an image, in Williams's poetry they are adopted to distill and offset the 
violence ofseeing and make possible the interpenetration of selfand things. 
Williams had experimented with the methods long before he started writing 
Paterson. In "The Red Wheelbarrow" the poet uses the methods of visualizing and 
captioning as a way to link the self and things together. The poem is usually taken as one 
of the most famous lyrics, but I think the title of the poem ‘‘The Red Wheelbarrow" is 
restrictive and general: in a grammatical sense the article already denoted a specific 
reference一the red wheelbarrow, but the fact is if we read the poem carefully the thing is 
subsequently enriched by its particulars. The captions and the image are synthesized to 
eliminate the gap between self and thing. The poem begins with "so much depends/ 
upon." This line works as the first caption: it provides a context by indicating that the 
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emphasis is not placed on the persona—the line brings in a sense of vagueness which 
offsets the violence of seeing by negating the possible existence of a "poetic I,” and this 
destroys the polarization of subject and object, self and thing. Hugh Kenner comments 
"he (Williams) has cunningly not said what depends. He has levered that red 
wheelbarrow into a special zone of attention by sheer torque of insistence" (Kenner 113). 
The freeing of things from the domination of the eyes is to let them exhibit their own 
particularity: the line has rendered the thing into a specific visual reality rather than a 
product ofhierarchical difference一the seer dominates over the visibility ofthings. When 
the wheelbarrow appears in the second stanza, it evolves as a thing not conditioned by the 
observer's gaze, but specified and enriched by the coloring of the ‘‘rain” and its position 
to the "white chickens." The thing and the self are unified in the quiescence of the 
picture. 
The visual dimension of Paterson can be photographic and illustrative as both are 
attempts to blur the distinction between subject and object, self and things, poet and the 
city~a preliminary solution to what the poet calls "Divorce is the sign of knowledge in 
our time” {Paterson 17). Being photographic in the poem is to use the eyes without being 
dictated by them, just as in the wheelbarrow poem, through the use of captions and 
juxtapositions, the particularity of the wheelbarrow evolves from the poem—it is not 
simply a wheelbarrow, it is the wheelbarrow particularized by the rain and the white 
chicken. In Paterson Williams uses a great deal of photographic and captioning methods 
to strive for a fusion of self and things. To some extent the visual aspects of the poem 
resemble a photo-album, especially if we think ofhow a particular image is presented and 
conveyed in it. The first type of imaging and captioning is the most obvious—the image 
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is defined by a caption external to it, and the signification becomes an interplay oftwo 
types of language. In Book I part I Williams depicts the fall and the surroundings, and 
“no ideas but in things” is the governing principle of presentation. The flowers and the 
bee serve as good examples to illustrate how image and caption contribute to the 
signifying process: 
The perfections are sharpened 
The flower spreads its colored petals 
wide in the sun 
But the tongue of the bee 
misses them 
They sink back into the loam 
crying out 
~ y o u may call it a cry 
that creeps over them, a shiver 
as they wilt and disappear: 
Marriage come to have a shuddering 
implication 
{Paterson 11) 
The language of visualization refers to the flower and the bee in the versa paragraph. 
Instead ofwriting meticulously and intensively about the appearances ofthings, Williams 
chooses to emphasize the relationship between them: the particularity ofthe flowers and 
the bees are not captured with their individual characteristics, they are visible because 
they exist in a specific connection. In other words, the image is neither the flower nor the 
bee, but the interplay ofthe two—the flower is particularized by the missing tongue ofthe 
bee; and the insect is captured through the unreachable flower and its petals. But the 
image means more than a depiction if we read according to the caption, and here the 
caption is used and functions in the form of a verbal inscription: "Marriage come to have 
a shuddering/ implication." The caption here works as the title of the picture. This is 
similar to a photographer ascribing a specific title to a picture he has taken for exhibition. 
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The caption indicates the context ofreading; and within the interactions of selfand things 
a caption shows how the poet adjusts the focus of his eyes without sacrificing the 
particularity of things. The caption implies the existence and influence of the self in 
relation to the image, but at the same time the particulars of the flower and the bee are 
preserved through their connection to one and other. 
Imaging and captioning also work efficiently in a broader perspective in Paterson. 
In the beginning of Book I there is a landscape portrayal of the city and the river— 
“Paterson lies in the valley under the Passaic Falls/ its spent waters forming the outline of 
his back" {Paterson 6). Within this short portrayal it is obvious that through the 
captioning of the poet the landscape of the city transcends the visual dimension. There 
are two aspects in the depiction of the landscape: first, the landscape, or to be more 
specific, the metaphors used for the description; second, the poet's interventions in the 
process ofdepiction. These two levels are represented by two different languages, one is 
used to depict the landscape and the other is the voice of the poet. The duality of 
languages here is similar to the interaction of image and caption, how the two languages 
work with one another is decisive in the process of verbal and visual integration. The city 
is first depicted as a motionless, invisible giant, but at the same time the river appears as 
an animated image. The poet offers an explanation: "Who because they/ neither know 
their sources nor the sills of their/ disappointments walk outside their bodies aimlessly/ 
for the most part,/ locked and forgot in their desires~unroused" (Paterson 6). At the 
same time a caption is inscribed: 
—Say it, no ideas but in things— 
nothing but the blank faces of the houses 
and cylindrical trees 
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bent, forked by preconception and accident~ 
split, furrowed, creased, mottled, stained— 
secret~into the body of the light! 
(Paterson 6-7) 
The visual and the imaginative dimensions of the landscape are juxtaposed by this 
particular caption. It is distinguishable partly due to the tone, and, in a visual sense, 
partly due to its typographical feature. The paragraph ascribes a context of reading and 
seeing to the landscape portrayal. Besides distance, light is another prerequisite ofseeing. 
To see is basically to expose our eyes to the variety of light. This paragraph seems 
merely to be an echo of one of the principles in Williams's poetics, but it has a special 
significance in this particular juxtaposition. The self, as embodied in the caption, 
becomes a continuation of the landscape. The verse paragraph is different from the 
landscape in terms ofits tone and typographical setting; the connection ofthe city and the 
self is paradoxically embedded in this visual discontinuity. The city and the self, the 
image and the caption are distanced from one and other as articulated in the visual and 
narrative discrepancy. 
This kind of measure is further developed in the second part of the landscape 
portrayal. After the inscription of the first caption the narration shifts to the landscape 
again, and this time the focus is placed on the river: “_the river comes pouring in above 
the city/ and crashes from the edge of the gorge/ in a recoil of the spray and rainbow 
mist~“ {Paterson 7). In this portrayal the river is characterized by the visual quality of 
the falling water. However, a bracketed stanza follows the picture of the river, and this 
particular stanza not only repeats the problematic relationship of the self and the city, it 
has enriched the image of the river by suggesting another dimension of reading: "(What 
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common language to unravel?/. . combed into straight lines/ from that rafter of a rock,s/ 
lip)” (Paterson 7). This stanza works as a caption of an image, and because of its 
typographical feature and narrative direction it also conveys a sense of discrepancy in 
relation to the preceding portrayal. The picture of the fall is both visual and audio—the 
integration of image and caption becomes a sensual appeal to the imagination, the 
integration is an example of synaesthesia as the eye stimulates the sense of the ear. The 
eye sees the falling water, hitting on the gorge and the rainbow mist evolves from the 
motion; but this visual dimension, through its association, also bring forward an audio 
effect—the association of water hitting the gorge and the question of language. Through 
the visual depiction of the water and the typographical arrangement of the caption, an 
audio dimension is subtly inserted into the landscape portrayal. 
The interplay of image and caption so far discussed shared a similarity: the image 
and the caption are distinguishable from one another. Clearness and well-definition are 
usually taken for granted as virtuous, but these virtues become problematic i fwe think of 
the problem embedded in the prerequisites of seeing and also, Williams's ideal of 
interpenetration in Paterson. A thing can be seen only because there is a distance 
between the viewer and the thing, and the same thus follows in the connection of image 
and caption~~they are separable because they are distanced from one another. In the 
following paragraph image and caption seem less distinctive to each other~the language 
of the image is similar to the language ofthe caption: 
The pitiful snake with its mosaic skin 
and frantic tongue. The horse, the bull 
the whole din of fracturing thought 
as it falls tinnily to nothing upon the streets 




The particularity of things is visualized through their connections to one another. The 
snake, the horse and the bull are juxtaposed with a locomotive, each one of them is 
particular as they are manifested in relation to one another. The interplay of caption and 
image is slightly different from the preceding examples. From a typographical point of 
view, the image and the caption share a similar pattern: 
Pithy philosophies of 
daily exits and entrances, with books 
propping up one end of the shaky table— 
The vague accuracies of events dancing two 
and two with language which they 
forever surpass—and dawns 
tangled in darkness一 
(Paterson 23) 
The distinction of the image and the caption has been somehow narrowed in this 
particular interplay. First of all, they shared more or less the same typography, and this 
does not, from a reader's point of view, create a visual disparity between the two 
paragraphs. In the preceding examples image and caption are separable partly due to their 
different typographies, and partly due to a narrative discontinuity. In these two 
paragraphs caption does not defme the image by providing a context of seeing; the 
caption becomes an extension of the image—the photographer is flourished by his 
photograph. The keyword here is not difference but resemblance. The image of the 
snake, the horse, the bull and the strange existence of a locomotive visualize a sense of 
irrelevancy~~the things are a complete mismatch. The caption also produces a similar 
sensation; irrelevancy is transformed by the gap between real daily events and the vague 
accuracies of events in books, and it is visualized as “dawns/ tangled in darkness" 
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{Paterson 23). The photographer and the image stand side by side to one and other; the 
effect is enhanced by the silence of the poet—Williams does not tell how they exist in 
relation to one another, the interplay of image and caption here becomes a "resignation to 
existence" (Miller 291). The caption does not govem the image; they are interwoven into 
a visual and narrative resemblance. 
No matter how hard the photographer works, his practices are not impeccable. 
This is attributed to the visual limitations of photography. If the poet's ideal is 
interpenetration between man and city, self and things, the dichotomy of image and 
caption, even though they are means used to establish a connection between the seer and 
the seen, may also exist as a hindrance. Image and caption may work efficiently to 
demonstrate the interactions of self and things~caption provides a context of seeing 
without sacrificing the particularity of images in favor of the eyes. Imaging and 
captioning is therefore a preliminary attempt to capture the interactions of self and things 
on a visual basis. But what makes an illustration different from a photograph? They share 
more or less the same nature: an illustration and a snapshot are both visual products and 
they are created to be seen. But the disparity of the two connotes a very different 
implication on the connection of selfand things. 
In a visual sense, a snapshot is a record of an image; an illustration is not simply a 
vehicle to convey an image, it is an image in itself. The difference can be elaborated in 
terms of the relationship between visualization and materials used for such a purpose: a 
photograph is a piece of material used to convey an image, and there is always a 
discrepancy between the image of things in a photograph and the real existence ofthings. 
For instance, a tree in a photograph may not be equivalent to its visible physical qualities. 
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Illustration becomes a possible solution to the technical limitations of photography: the 
visibility ofaphotograph is built upon an interplay of image and caption; in other words, 
self and things are brought together through this particular form of interaction. An 
illustration is also a visual product, but the identification of things and self is based on a 
visual equivalence ofmaterials and things—the appearance of the poem is identical to the 
appearance of things. To Williams poetry is not merely a verbal and typographical 
composition. The content and the visual pattern of a poem are not results of a poet's 
thought; a poem is always a process of thinking: "The poet does not, however, permit 
himselfto go beyond the thought to be discovered in the context of that with which he is 
dealing: no ideas but in things. The poet thinks with his poem, in that lies his thought, 
and that in itselfis the profundity" {Autobiography 390-1). This explains how illustration 
helps to achieve a visual interpenetration of self and things in Paterson. 
An illustration in the poem refers to the identification of typographical features 
and the appearances ofthings, and if, as Williams reiterated, the mind of a poet lives in 
his poems, it is possible to argue that through the illustrations in Paterson self and things 
have gained not only a visual resemblance, but also a visual interpenetration^ach one of 
the illustrations is derived from a visual equivalence of self and things. Apart from the 
visual equivalence, the relationship of self and things is deepened by a mediation on the 
means and materials used for visualization in the poem. To read Paterson as an 
illustrated book is to be aware ofthe barrier between self and things. In The Conscience 
ofthe Eye, Richard Sermett also notices the "divorce" of the city and the self: ‘‘...modem 
culture suffers from a divide between the inside and the outside. It is a divide between 
subjective experience and worldly experience, self and city" (Sennett xii). Williams's 
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"divorce" and Sennett's “divide” refer to the same problem—there lacks a capable means 
to reconcile the selfand the city. The immediate response to this situation is to return to 
the materials: 
The frustrations of the city can serve the purpose of stimulating inquiry into 
materials. Since this inquiry is not limited to professional artists, it might better 
and more broadly be said the correlation we have explored between uncertainty 
and concreteness has a social dimension: exposure to difference, othemess, 
frustration. 
(Sennett213) 
Williams's illustrations in Paterson are what Sennett calls an "inquiry into materials." 
The motions and typographical features of the lines in the poem are, in a visual sense, an 
embodiment of self and things—a visual attempt to destroy the barrier between the poet 
and the city. 
In Book Two part three Williams portrays the motion of the water fall. The poet 
and the motion are integrated into the typographical pattern: 
The descent beckons 
as the ascent beckoned 
Memory is a kind 
of accomplishment 
a sort of renewal 
even 
an initiation, since the spaces it opens are new 
places 
inhabited by hordes 
heretofore unrealized, 
of new kinds— 
(Paterson 78) 
The first level of identification refers to the motion of the image and the typographical 
pattem of the poem. The motion of the water~descending and ascending—is not 
conveyed through the use of a caption distanced from the image, it is visually captured by 
the lines of the poem. The second level of identification refers to the connection of the 
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image and the poet's mind. Williams suggests a poet thinks with his poems, and only that 
a poem is the ultimate residence ofapoet 's mind. The particularity of thing—the motion 
ofthe water—is visually connected with the poet's contemplation. The flow ofthe water 
is never static and stable; and memory is always a "renewal" and “initiation,” a process of 
transformation. The typography shows how the water flows from one line to another and 
how memory explores “new spaces" through "renewal" and "initiation." The illustration 
here becomes a visual embodiment of water and memory, a visual interpenetration ofthe 
river and the poet. 
The idea of ‘‘divorce” is extended into an illustration in Book Two part three. 
Williams has created two interlocutors—a man and a woman••to express the problem of 
"divorce." It is not simply a concept opposite to “marriage;” it entails a particular 
motion: 









The fall begins when marriage becomes a vacuum—it is completely meaningless if 
marriage is just a word, signifying nothing at all. Divorce does not remain as a concept, it 
is a motion, an image visualized through the typographical feature. The words and lines 
here not only tell the problem of divorce, they are integrated into an animated image. The 
connotation of separation in the concept of divorce is emphasized in the typography: 
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divorce is not an idea, it becomes a thing visible from its particularity—the motion of 
falling. A woman married with empty words, just like Mrs. Sarah Cumming who in 
Book One, jumps off the cliff, is vanished and “divorced.，，The action of jumping is 
manifested as the typographical pattem develops. The falling of the words visualizes the 
falling of a woman married with empty words. The woman, the poet's mind and the 
words in the poem are integrated into the image of falling, visualized by the typographical 
pattem. 
Illustrations in Paterson are co-extensions of the visual and the verbal 
dimensions. Meaning is loaded and shown on an illustrative basis. In Paterson Book 
Three reader is brought to see and experience the destruction of the library. To Williams 
the library in the poem is "desolation, it has a smell of its own of stagnation and death" 
{Paterson 101). It is one ofthe reasons that accounts for the language barrier between the 





where you are! 
—a flame, 
black plush, a dark flame. 
(Paterson 128) 
The illustration here first creates a fragmentary impression. The typographical pattem of 
the first two lines visualizes the flame of the fire. The destructiveness is crystallized 
through the irregular typing: the word "BRIGHTen" typifies the visual effect of the fire, 
but it is being victimized in the fire—a simultaneous use of upper and lower cases has 
i 
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destroyed the visual and typographical consistency of the word. The destructiveness is 
subsequently elaborated on a verbal basis: the word "cor/ ner" is fragmented and put 
separately on two different lines, the fire has annihilated the visual uniformity of"comer" 
by decomposing the spelling of the word. Besides the verbal, lexical aspects of language, 
the heat of the fire melts and dissolves the syntactical parts~the words in "where you 
are!" are being distanced away from one and other. The illustration becomes an 
interpenetration of three dimensions: the image of the fire and its destructiveness, the 
visual disintegration of language, and the flaming ofthe poet's mind. 
Visual juxtaposition also serve as a key method in the making of illustrations. 
The interplay oftwo different but related elements will animate and transform the whole 
picture. Williams uses this particular method to portray the calamity: 
Beautiful thing 
~ t h e whole city doomed! And 
the flames towering . 
like a mouse, like 
a red slipper, like 
a star, a geranium 
a cat's tongue or一 
thought, thought 
that is a leaf, a 
pebble, an old man 
out of a story by 
Pushkin . 
(Paterson 116-7) 
The first visual element refers to the doom of the city: in order to emphasize the 




the extension of the line is measured in relation to the flaming of the fire. To visually 
capture the "towering" of the fire the lines become perpendicular to the ground, the 
doomed city. The visual effects here are created on an interactive basis, they are 
visualized with reference to one and other. The motion, the towering of the flame is 
colored and animated by a cluster of images: a mouse, a red slipper, a star, a geranium, a 
cat's tongue. Through these images the appearance of the flame are being substantialized 
with concrete, definite items, and its motion is captured in the transformation ofone thing 
to another. This echoes what Williams stresses in the beginning of the poem: “a 
dispersal/ and a metamorphosis" {Paterson 2). In this illustration the concreteness and 
particularity of the fire stemmed from its visual and typographical connection to the 
doomed city and the metamorphosis of images. 
An illustration is capable of compressing and integrating the visual, verbal and 
animate dimensions together to form a poetic unity. In the discussed examples these 
aspects are highly compressed and interrelated, reading a specific verse paragraph is 
identical to being exposed to various levels of meaning at the same time. Illustrations in 
Paterson are what Kenneth Burke termed "disguised rituals:” "Typically in his poems the 
eye (like a laying on ofhands), by disguised rituals that are improvised constantly anew, 
inordinates us into the human nature of things" (Burke 56). To illustrate is also to refresh 
our reading habit; Book Five begins with an illustration ofan eagle: 





from its crag 
{Paterson 205) 
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The eagle, or to be more specific, the evolution of the image of an eagle is connected to 
the process of reading—the eagle is a product of the interactions between reader and the 
poem. Reading becomes a process of visualization; readers are brought to visualize, to 
integrate the verbal and typographical aspects into a visible picture. Roy Harvey Pearce 
suggests the “line” in Williams's poetry is used to "control and modulate revelation 
according to the nature and needs of poet and reader, and of the language they share" 
(Pearce 99). The eagle, in a verbal and visual sense, becomes a "revelation." The 
function ofthe line is to invite the reader to work on the image, and without reading the 
eagle may not be compressed into a verbal and visual unity. It is an attempt to bring the 
poet and the reader together by unifying the process of reading and the making of the 
illustration in the poem. 
The eyes in Paterson are used to transcend the limitations of seeing. If seeing 
entails a separation of subject and object, viewer and the viewed as well as self and 
things, the elimination of distance and space in the process of seeing may preliminarily 
achieved Williams's ideal of interpenetration and identification in the poem. The 
photographs and illustrations in Paterson are visual practices of “no ideas but in things." 
To close the gap of seeing is to liberate perception from the confinement of ideas, or in a 
visual sense, to free the eyes from the habit of seeing. The particularity of things is 
maintained and preserved through the interactions of self and things: the interplay of 
image and caption in the photographs, the compression and combination of verbal and 
visual dimensions in the illustrations are concrete proofs to show the liberation of seeing, 
and in tum a preservation of the particularity in Paterson. Seen in this light, poetry has a 
specific function in Williams's poetics: it is not simply a record, or a verbal rendering of 
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the poet's thought, it is the action and the process of thinking, and therefore it is a field of 
interactions between self and things, the visual and the verbal. But being a photographer 
and illustrator in the poem is only a partial fulfillment of the interpenetration between 
man and city. Williams further explores the relationship of the poet and the city from 
another perspective~the historicization of self and things. 
'"!•• ;)i 
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Chapter 2 The Past and the Present: Williams as Historian in Paterson 
If the visualization of things is the first step taken to build Paterson, the 
inscription ofahistorical dimension should be taken as the second attempt to deepen the 
interpenetration and identification of self and things. History in the poem is not merely a 
record of facts, it is a further elaboration of what Williams states in the headnotes: “a 
dispersal and a metamorphosis" (Paterson 2). The visual elements discussed in the first 
chapter can be referred to as a primary expression of such a poetic and aesthetic principle. 
Images, captions and animations all served to set things in motion, in other words, they 
all work successfully to reveal the visibility of things in the forms of images, captions and 
illustrations. The insertion ofhistory in the poem has a different but similar function: the 
use of history in Paterson aims at constructing a specific relationship between the self 
and the city, and in this context both are being brought together on a chronological basis. 
There are mainly two ways to explore the aesthetics of time in Paterson, and they 
correspond to the overall time scheme ofthe poem. The poem was first conceived as four 
books, but a fifth book and an incomplete sixth book were added in the finalized 
Paterson. These books can be treated as different individual poems: "Each part of the 
poem was planned as a unit complete in itself, reporting the progress of the river" (/ 
Wanted to Write a Poem 73). Despite the completeness of each different books, they 
ascribe a chronological order to the whole poem~each one of these individual books 
contributes to the chronology of Paterson. On the one hand, each one ofthem embodies 
a history of things. On the other hand, they connote a progression, a transformation 
which resembles the linearity of historical development. Robert Lowell argues that the 
3 8 
poem is of a dialectical structure, the man and the woman represent thesis and antithesis 
respectively (Lowell 189). But the dialectics is not only restricted to the antagonism of 
the two opposite sexes, especially if we notice how materials are presented in the poem. 
Poetry and prose are the two languages Williams uses to build his city. The nature 
ofprose and poetry is a key issue in Williams's poetics, and a topic which attracts critical 
attention. Part ofthe critical convention focused on whether prose and poetry should be 
treated as two different types oflanguage, or how such specific measures contribute to the 
development of the poem. To critics the prose inscriptions worked as footnotes of the 
poem as they help to annotate the scope and the significance of the main body. Rosenthal 
states that the "prose correlative" gives "a continual 'outside' commentary as well as the 
raw material out ofwhich the high poetic moments seem to arise" (Rosenthal xxxi). The 
prose inscriptions are understood as “commentary” associated but external to the poetry. 
But to others the polarization of prose and poetry does not merely help to achieve a 
bilateral understanding ofthe poem. They are an embodiment of perspectives, and thus 
they form “a mosaic literary form" which "presents a variety of points of view whose 
meaning emerges only through the participation of the reader, whose mind perceives and 
contemplates the interplay between the various items of the mosaic" (Bollard 327). 
Similar to the association of image and caption, the significance is embedded in the 
interaction ofrather than the difference between the two. 
But does the use of prose and poetry together gives rise to an irremediable 
conflict? Are they two different means antagonistic to one another? To critics such a 
dichotomy of prose and poetry may not be valid if both of them are different forms of 
language: “What Williams is writing is not strict prose, but a highly charged language 
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that both breaks down our traditional notions of prose and yet remains distinct from what 
he calls ‘poetry,，，(Bremen 224). These forms of language share more or less the same 
function~to strengthen the poetic effect through the destruction of a traditional 
categorization of literary genres, and therefore only through “violence，’ can language and 
beauty be liberated and obtained (Bremen 231). Williams has a very clear concept 
concerning the difference of prose and poetry in poetic practices, and the division he 
offered is functional~the subtle distinction of prose and poetry refers to the different 
functions they perform in the making ofapoem: 
...prose has to do with the fact of an emotion; poetry has to do with the 
dynamization of emotion into a separate form. This is the force ofimagination. 
prose: statement of facts concerning emotions, intellectual states, data ofall sorts-
technical expositions, jargon, of all sorts一fictional and other~ 
poetry: new form dealt with as a reality in itself. 
The form of prose is the accuracy of its subject matter~how best to expose the 
multiform phases of its material 
the form ofpoetry is related to the movements of the imagination revealed in 
words~or whatever it may be~~the cleavage is complete 
{Imaginations 133) 
In Williams's terms prose and poetry perhaps resemble a living human body: prose 
provides the skeleton and the flesh, but to make it organic it needs blood to transport 
oxygen to different parts ofthe body, and this is exactly the job of poetry which processes 
and vitalizes the given data. Both are therefore symbiotic and dependent on each other. 
Such a distinction as Williams offers here may not be taken and generalized as a 
final conclusion of the issue of prose and poetry. To some extent the difference of prose 
and poetry unlocks the gateway leading to a specific poetic objective. The method of 
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prose inscriptions used in works like Spring and All and Paterson are being severely 
criticized as "antipoetic." Williams was aware of such unfavorable criticism and 
therefore, in a letter written to Parker Tyler in 1948 the poet explains the use ofprose and 
poetry in his works: 
It (the use of prose) is not an antipoetic device, the repeating of which piece of 
miscalculation makes me want to puke. It is that prose and verse are both writing, 
both a matter ofthe words and an interrelation between words for the purpose of 
exposition, or other better defined purpose of the art. ...I want to say that prose 
and poetry are to me the same thing... 
(SelectedLetters263) 
This is the reason why the difference of prose and poetry stated in Spring in All is 
temporal and functional, and to Williams such a distinction may not be important at all if 
prose and poetry are just two sides of the same coin: they are used and associated for 
creative and artistic purposes, and they should be treated as verbal expressions which 
share essentially the same function. The impact comes from the "interpenetration" ofthe 
two genres of writing rather than the difference between them, and what the poet calls 
"purpose ofthe art" evolves from such ambivalence and collaboration. 
The bilateral use of prose and poetry is an expression of imagination—the center 
of Williams's poetics and creativity. The poet has emphasized the significance of 
association in the use ofdifferent materials and genres, and this in fact corresponds to his 
own idea of imagination: ‘‘It is the imagination on which reality rides—It is the 
imagination~It is a cleavage through everything by a force that does not exist in the mass 
and therefore can never be discovered by its anatomization" (Imaginations 139). 
Imagination is achieved through integration and cohesion, and "anatomization" is an 
obstruction to the use and realization of such an important strength in artistic creativity. 
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Breaking up the parts, separating and categorizing them into different segments or levels 
must be avoided in the making of art. The essence of Paterson is neither rooted in the 
verse parts nor the prose inscriptions, but in the intersection and interrelationship ofboth. 
Williams ends his letter to Parker Tyler with the following statement: "Poetry does not 
have to be kept away from prose as Mr. Eliot might insist, it goes along with prose and, 
companionably, by itself, without aid or excuse or need for separation or bolstering, 
shows itselfby itselffor what it is. It belongs there, in the gutter. Not anywhere else or 
wherever it is, it is the same: the poem" (Selected Letters 263). 
Williams has provided two useful hints essential to the understanding of prose and 
poetry and also the use of history in Paterson. The first aspect refers to the poet 
emphasizing that it is unnecessary to see prose as different and detached from verse if 
both are taken as materials used for the composition of a poem; the second aspect echoes 
Williams's “No ideas but in things." The use of prose is significant not because it is 
different from or antagonistic to verse; prose is a "thing" to the poet and the essence of it 
is neither dependent on its name nor its assigned category; the meaning of a thing is 
solely deducted from “itself,” or to be more specific, its interactions with other things. It 
becomes multi-faceted ifits connection to other things is flexible and alterable. The same 
follows in the use of prose and verse: to Williams striving for a distinction between the 
two ofthem is fotile and meaningless as a defined relationship can never cope with the 
complexity,flexibility and versatility ofthe interactions between the two genres. When a 
person is overwhelmed by classifications, categorizations and definitions, he or she may 
not be able to see things in their most energetic forms一"things" can be transformed and 
perpetually renewed through their connections to one another. Treating prose and verse 
4 2 
as two separate and “divorced” things is a product of the symbolic library in Paterson, 
which is both "death" and “stagnate.，，William's objection towards distinguishing prose 
and verse serves as an interesting elaboration of what he exclaims in the beginning of 
Book 1 part II: "Divorce is/ the sign of knowledge in our time/ divorce! divorce!" 
{Paterson 17). 
Williams praises Byron Vazakas for essentially the same reason; Vazakas, just 
like Williams, strives for a fusion rather than a distinction of the materials in his 
creations: 
Vazakas doesn't select his material. What is there to select? It is. Like the 
newspaper that takes things as it finds them, —mutilated and deformed, but drops 
what it finds as it was, unchanged in all its deformity and mutilation—the poet, 
challenging the event, recreates it as of whence it sprang from among men and 
women, and makes a new world ofit. 
{Transfigured Night xi-xii) 
Williams does not really laud Vazakas for being unselective in his works; Vazakas is 
praised for how he absorbs the materials into his own creation, and through such an 
absorption the materials are being refined and revitalized, and thus they become the “new 
world" of an artist. In Williams's terms, it is the perfect "marriage" of Vazakas and his 
materials which gives birth to his work—a product of "interpenetration" between the 
writer and his things, and such a particular relationship is achieved without prejudicing 
either sides. A balanced integration of the poet and his materials is the key to Williams's 
poetic ideal. 
The discussion so far has been centered on the use of verse and prose in the 
making of a poem in relation to Williams's and other critical opinions. But how does the 
debate contribute to a study ofhistory in Paterson? The following terms could be useful 
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for understanding how the debate on verse and prose corresponds to the concept of 
history in the poem: separation, anatomization, divorce and marriage. When prose and 
verse are used simultaneously in Paterson, they no longer exist as two different genres: 
prose and verse are being transformed into a poetic synthesis, or in Williams's terms, they 
are "the poem." The forming ofthe poetic synthesis through verse and prose in Paterson 
will be discussed later in this chapter. It should be first noted that the use of prose and 
verse is similar to the connection of image and caption; prose and verse do not exist an 
end in itself: the visibility of a thing neither comes from the image nor the caption, but 
from the interactions ofboth; a poem or its poetic effect is not resulted from a dichotomy 
of verse and prose, but from their integration: "Williams had discovered a way to 
reconcile the poetry with the prose, allowing each to enclose the other, giving Paterson 
the rich, complicated movement and pattem it required" (Bremen 223). In order to grasp 
the essence of the poem one has to see things or materials from an interactive point of 
view~~how they are animated, changed, metamorphosed and conglomerated into a poetic 
world. 
The same follows in the use of history in Paterson. The relationship between 
history and things does not entail a hierarchical order—history, in the context of 
Williams, is never taken as an authority embodying the sole nature of things, nor it is 
treated as an a prior authority which precedes the existence of things. Letters, historical 
records and other types of documents ascribe a certain time scheme to the development of 
the poem, but it can only be approached through the interactions of verse and the 
associated prose inscriptions. In short, the unfolding of time is embedded neither in prose 
nor verse, but in the fusion of the two. Williams's idea of "interpenetration" prevails in 
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the combination of poetry and history in Paterson. The following statement in the 
headnotes ofthe poem is an interesting allusion to the issue ofhistory and poetry: “a reply 
to Greek and Latin with the bare hands" (Paterson 2). Besides reminding us of Homer 
and Virgil, two ofthe representatives ofepic tradition in Western literature, this particular 
statement echoes the classical Aristotelian polarization of history and poetry: "Poetry is 
more philosophic, and more deserving of attention, than history. For poetry speaks more 
of universals, but history of particulars" (Poetics 18). Williams's "reply" in Paterson 
refers to the combination of history and>,poetry: the two do not necessarily connote a 
difference ifthey become two forces collaborating and illuminating one another. 
History therefore has a very special meaning in the poem, and Williams has his 
own ideas concerning history and historiography. Ifhistory is associated with the past, or 
something which precedes the present moment, then it can only bejustified in terms ofits 
connection to the present. History is usable and apprehensible as it helps to broaden and 
enrich the existence of things at the present moment. This is insinuated in the pouring 
water in Book 3 part III: 
The past above, the future below 
and the present pouring down: the roar, 
the roar of the present, a speech~ 
is, of necessity, my sole concem • 
(Paterson 145) 
But the present is not a thing which exists independently, and the past is an essential 
stimulant to make the present synthetic and lively. The past connotes an epistemological 
significance: 
There is a certain position of the understanding anterior to all systems of thought, 
as well as of fact and of deed~"that is common to all: it is that in which the 
thinker places himself on the near side of reality~abjures the unknowable and 
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begins within a certain tacitly limited field of human possibility to seek wisdom. 
...This position has its counterpart in all. 
This is the past, (from which man has come). 
(The Embodiment of Knowledge 133) 
History has a yivid side, to approach and make this particular dimension contributive to 
human knowledge and creativity it must be taken as a "counterpart" rather than a closed, 
self-sufficient system. But how is it possible to make history, or something that has 
happened and preceded the present remain open, lively and interactive? 
In the beginning ofBook 1 part II, Williams has suggested a possible solution to 
the problem: 
A history that has, by its den in the 
rocks, bole and fangs, its own cane-brake 
whence, halfhid, canes and stripes 
blending, it grins (beauty defied) 
not for the sake of the encyclopedia 
(Paterson 22) 
History should not be written and compiled for "the sake of the encyclopedia"— 
something departed, closed and divorced from the things of the present moment; it should 
be used and aimed at the particularity of things. An emphasis on the history of things 
serves two functions: apart from their visual qualities, things are further enriched and 
animated through the ascribed historical dimension, and such interactions between things 
and history entail a sense of simultaneity—the past and the present are no longer 
distinctive to each other ifthey are formulated and intersected on a chronological basis so 
that each one of them becomes an extension of the other. Simultaneity results from the 
compression and combination of the past and the present, or in Williams's terms, a 
marriage and an interpenetration from the perspective of time. But another problem 
arises immediately: how do we know if a certain history is useful and contributive to 
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achieve simultaneity? Ifhistory in a general sense connotes the past which preceded and 
is distanced from the present, under what circumstances can the gap between past and 
present be eliminated? 
In the American Grain can be seen as Williams's personal creation ofthe history 
of America, a chapter entitled "The Virtue of History" reflects the poet's perception of 
history and historiography. In general, official history is a vacuum—it is empty, 
meaningless and withered: 
But history follows government and never man. It portrays us in generic patterns, 
like effigies or the carvings on sarcophagi, which say nothing save, of such and 
such a man, that he is dead. That's history. It is concerned only with one thing: to 
say everything is dead. Then it fixes up the effigy: there that's finished. Not at 
all. History must stay open, it is all humanity. 
{In the American Grain 188-9) 
The major problem of official and conventional history is that it goes against Williams's 
poetics. Just like the encyclopedia and the library in Paterson, official history symbolizes 
death and lethargy since it over-generalizes the particulars into established patterns. 
Similar to the inscriptions on a tombstone in which the life of an individual is being 
summarized and relegated to a few lines of cliche~the composition ofhistory is merely 
a reminder of things gone, irretrievable and lifeless. In Paterson, Williams's history is 
used in two aspects: the first aspect ofhistory is synchronic or vertical, it is used to reveal 
and extend the particularity of things on a chronological basis in each individual book; 
the second aspect is horizontal or diachronic, through the use of different documents the 
five books are being textually and thematically integrated and crystallized into a linear 
progression. 
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For the preparation of Paterson Williams was aware of the historical background 
of the place, he stresses explicitly in the statement of the poem that "Paterson has a 
definite history associated with the beginnings of the United States. ...I began to read all I 
could about the history of the Falls, the park on the little hill beyond it and the early 
inhabitants" (Paterson xiii). A poem could be the most suitable genre to reveal, explore 
and demonstrate the subtlety of history, to Williams a poem is the best medium as it 
always entails a historical significance: "The poem connects the past with the present. 
And thus we know we are alive for seeing particulars all about us, and being instructed by 
the poem that the past was no different, we get our sense of continuity and the world 
becomes real to us" (Buffalo Microfilms 7). In Book 1 part I, the "pearls" are a product 
of the integration of past and present. They constitute only a small part of the overall 
landscape, but the corresponding prose inscription helps to enrich the pearls by extending 
them into a realm of time: 
Pearls at her ankles, her monstrous hair 
spangled with apple-blossoms is scattered about into 
the back country, waking their dreams一where the deer run 
and the wood-duck nests protecting his gallant plumage. 
{Paterson 9) 
The particularity ofthe pearls is being constructed and conveyed in various levels: first of 
all，the pearls are positioned in a series of things depicting the feminine “low mountain," 
and they become an interesting footnote of the engendered landscape; second, this 
particular verse paragraph is followed by a prose inscription, and it can be summarized as 
follows: In 1857 a shoemaker named David Hower found some mussels from Notch 
Brook, a place closes to the city of Paterson. He made a fortune by selling pearls and 
mussels to ajewelry shop. This news inspired and stimulated people to search for pearls, 
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many precious pearls were thus ruined and destroyed by careless searchers (Paterson 9). 
Besides serving as an element of the engendered landscape, the pearls are being 
multiplied in various ways. On the one hand, they are particularized by the present-
pearls as part ofthe natural landscape; on the other hand, their particularity is broadened 
and deepened by a historical incident—pearls in the year of 1857, discovered, sold and 
mined by David Hower and his contemporaries. There are two kinds of "pearls" identical 
but separated by the course of time, but they are associated in the juxtaposition of verse 
and prose in the poem. Through this particular association the difference between past 
and present is eliminated as they are intersected and crystallized in the existence of the 
"pearls." The case here could serve as an example to concretize Williams ideas ofhistory 
and historiography, as critics suggest that there are "two inter-locking conceptions" 
essential to Williams's historiography: “—history must remain ‘undecided, and ‘open,, 
and that it must be given unity and regenerative power by the artist" (Jay 130). Through 
the juxtaposition of the two "pearls"~one being a part of the natural landscape and the 
other an historical anecdote, history is deprived of its unalterable, established and 
authoritative status. The particularity of the pearls has transcended the limitation oftime 
and extended into a realm of simultaneity which is vivid, lively and permanent in the 
poet's mind. 
The same follows in the case of Mrs. Cununing, Sam Patch and the problem of 
language. At the end of Book 1 part 1 there is a series of juxtapositions of verse and 
prose attempted to conglomerate these three different but related elements together. One 
important aspect of Paterson refers to the problem of language, and this problem is 
supported and illustrated by two different historical incidents. The first case is the tragic 
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accident of Mrs. Cumming: in 1812 a couple was sightseeing at the falls of the Passic. 
Mrs. Cumming was believed to have slipped into the falls by accident. Her husband was 
stopped by the people when he attempted to plunge himself into the falls (Paterson 14). 
To Williams the fall symbolizes language, but with the case ofMrs. Cumming it becomes 
a language failure: “A false language. A true. A false language pouring-a^ language 
(misunderstood) pouring (misinterpreted) without/ dignity, without minister, crashing 
upon a stone ear" (Paterson 15). The effect of Mrs. Cumming's accident can be 
examined in two directions: first of all, it substantializes the poetics ofWilliams—thejob 
of a poet is not to say or report things in details, but to create a "verisimilitude" between 
words and things (Paterson xiv). 
Despite the irrelevance of the accident of Mrs. Cumming and the theme of 
language failure, they are brought together as two equivalents since the accident is 
inscribed to give an imaginable figure to the "vague category" of the theme of language. 
The use of false language is animated by Mrs. Cumming's falling into the fall—it is 
tragic, fatal and meaningless, and her death connotes an irremediable divorce between a 
couple, separated by life and death. To approach the second level of the inscription we 
need to think ofthe nature ofthe past here. The accident ofMrs. Cumming, similar to the 
case of Sam Patch, despite their political or national insignificance they are taken and 
used by the poet regardless of their original context. They are open-ended not because 
they are incomplete or fragmentary; they are taken away from the context in which they 
are written and reported. In other words, the cases are reconfigured into a form of 
simultaneity~something which has transcended the distinction of past and present, and 
eventually become an inseparable part of the poem. 
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Perhaps this is what Williams meant by the "tyranny of history:，，“If history could 
be that which annihilated all memory of past things from our minds it would be a useful 
tyranny" {In the American Grain 189). The writing and compilation of history must be 
anti-historical if it is treated as a lively creative medium. The idea of the anti-historical 
here can be understood with reference to the collaboration of content and context~a text 
is meaningful and serves the function of signification not solely because of its verbal 
content but the context in which it is written. To destroy history is to separate its content 
from the context of writing, as Neitzsche proposes, “You can explain the past only by 
what is most powerful in the present" OSIeitzsche 40). Williams's and Neitzsche's 
philosophy ofhistory shared a common feature: history needs to be destroyed for the sake 
of the present, and to do so one has to deprive history of its established and authoritative 
status by ruining the foundation in which such a deeply rooted monument is built. 
History no longer represents the past, or something which is totally dead and withered. 
Through Neitzsche's idea and Williams's historiography in Paterson history is freed from 
the allocations of time and becomes a lively creative means. 
The preacher and Hamilton in Book 2 part 2 are being transformed into two 
conversing figures in the park. The preacher in the park is associated with quotations 
about Hamilton. Both represent two different conflicting values and experience. The 
preacher tells his story: he came from a poor family, he began working in his early years, 
and finally he became rich. This is the reason why he went to America: "You're/ rich— 
and now we're going to enjoy ourselves. .../ So I came to America!" (Paterson 67). The 
preacher's explanation is intersected by a quotation about Hamilton's political ideas: he 
thinks that the new government should rule the States; and people can never be trusted一 
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they are nothing but "a great beast," detrimental to the development of national finances. 
People as the basis of a nation are being sacrificed for maximizing national profit 
{Paterson 67). On the one hand, the preacher went to America because of his 
extraordinary financial status; on the other hand, Hamilton despises the people, the "great 
beast" as a serious obstruction to the progression of national finances. In this particular 
series of verse and prose inscriptions, the past and the present is contradictorily associated 
in the "finances" of Hamilton and Klaus, the preacher in the park. The "America" here 
becomes a point of intersection: it is attractive to those who are wealthy but in order to 
preserve its financial status the nation has to be distanced from the people. 
But the conversation has not reached its end. The preacher continues: “ It did not 
make me good. (His clenched fists/ were raised above his brows.) I kept on making/ 
money, more and more of it, but it didn't make/ me good" (Paterson 68). Up to this 
moment it seems that Klaus has gained the upper hand, and the validity of Hamilton's 
ideas is seriously threatened. A nation is built upon money rather than people; and to 
Klaus wealth is the root of unhappiness. The exchange and conflict of opinions between 
the past and the present reaches its conclusion when the poet intervenes with his verse: 
America the golden! 
with trick and money 
damned 
like Altgeld sick 
and molden 
we love thee bitter 
land 
(Paterson 68) 
This series of verse and prose inscriptions treated history as a flexible entity which can 
never be stabilized once and for all. History here functions like a single pillar which can 
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never exist independently—it needs another pillar to strengthen, broaden and diversify its 
significance, and therefore Hamilton and Klaus are dependent on one another. 
Williams's criticism becomes the synthesis of a dialectic between past and present, and it 
may not be possible to have a “continual ‘outside，commentary" (Rosenthal xxxi) in the 
poem when the poet has placed himself at the cross roads where past and present meet. 
Book 3 concerns the decadence of the library. To make the library figurative 
Williams needs to substantialize it with something specific and concrete, and the insertion 
of history will definitely help to convey the darker side of the library. In part I the poet 
exclaims, ‘‘ A library~of books! Decrying all books/ that enfeeble the mind's intent/ 
Beautiful thing!" (Paterson 102). The associated prose inscription specifies and indicates 
how human mind is enfeebled by the library: “The Indians were accused ofkilling two or 
three pigs—this was untrue, as afterward proved, because the pigs were butchered by the 
white men themselves" (Paterson 102). Such a false accusation was never corrected, and 
in fact it became an excuse for the soldier's brutality. In the inscription the Indians were 
tortured to death insultingly—Kinte Kaye is a ritual performed by the Indians before 
death, and the soldiers were watching and laughing at the seriously wounded Indians 
when they were performing Kinte Kaye. Their heads were chopped when they dropped 
dead after the performance. Female savages were captured in the incident, and they 
protested in their language which the soldier did not share or understand: “For shame! For 
shame! Such unheard of cruelty was never known, or even thought of, among us" 
{Paterson 103). Through the insertion of a historical incident the violence and 
destructiveness of the library is specified and configured: the library, just like the killing 
of the Indians, is inhuman, atrocious and uncivilized. From the protest of the so-called 
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“savage” prisoners we know that they are perhaps more cultured and developed than the 
"civilized" soldiers. 
To liberate human mind from the domination and confinement of the library, the 
poet has to destroy such an institution. This is foretold in the beginning of the poem: 
"Rigor ofbeauty is the quest. But how will you find beauty wheny^  it is locked in the mind 
past all remonstrance?" {Paterson 3). The ultimate goal of the poem is to search for 
beauty and this is achieved through destruction. Besides visualizing the calamity through 
images and illustrations, the use of prose and verse helps to animate and structure the 
destructive process. The destruction begins with the "writing" of the poet in the 
beginning ofBook 3 part II: 
Fire bums; that is the first law. 
When a wind fans it the flames 
are carried abroad. Talk 
fans the flames. They have 
manoeuvred it so that to write 
is a fire and not only of the blood. 
(Paterson 113) 
Writing is identical to the burning ofthe fire. But this fire is not merely used to give out 
heat and light; it has a definite use and aim, Williams continues, "The writing/ should be 
a relief,/ relief from the conditions/ which as we advance become—a fire,/ a destroying 
fire" (Paterson 113). This fire is highly creative, but its creativity can only be seen from 
its destructiveness. To write is to first set the library on fire, and its significance is 
immediately enriched and annotated in the associated prose section. The prose 
inscription concerns a ritual of fire: twelve manitos represent different animals in a hut in 
order to address the Spirit ofFire. When the sage utters the spells and produces the 
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sacrifice, the people in the hut make different kinds of sound (Paterson 114-5). 
The inscription animates and annotates the use of fire in two ways: first of all, it 
confirms Williams's first law offire—when the ritual begins fire does not only exist as a 
spirit, it is the origin of other living forms, whether they be animals or vegetables. 
Second, when the ritual of the fire begins the attendants have to make different sounds. 
This further illustrates the antagonism of the library and the fire. Fire is helpful in 
buming the library not only because of its destructiveness, but also of its liberation~~the 
sounds of the participants uttered during the ritual. The library to Williams is dead and 
stagnant, but fire creates and necessitates the utterance and imitation of living, vivid 
sounds, even though they belong to the animals. The destructiveness of the fire is 
specified and illustrated in the simultaneity of verse and poetry. 
The process does not reach its end in the quotation of the fire ritual. Williams 
subsequently uses two other prose inscriptions to convey the buming and spreading ofthe 
fire. They are not documents taken from historical archives, but the prose sections 
selected and used here insinuate the past. If we compare the quotation of the fire ritual 
and quotations concerning the buming of the car and the city, it is noticeable that they are 
written in the past tense while the quotation of the fire ritual is written in the present. The 
fire is about to start, and therefore it is presented with the happening of a fire ritual. But 
then a historical dimension is again inserted into the buming of the fire, and this time the 
fire not only awakes the muted and suffocated human mind, it goes deeper into the hidden 
surface of the library. The poem continues: 
(breathing the books in) 
the acrid fumes, 
for what they could decipher . 
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warping the sense to detect the norm, to break 
through the skull of custom 
to a place hidden from 
affection, women and offspring—an affection 
for the buming . 
(Paterson 115) 
The associated prose section~something which has happened in a grammatical sense一 
concerns the destruction of a car of the street railway company. The bumt car has a 
special meaning if we notice it has been redecorated and repainted, but the paint and the 
parts were used to conceal the true appearance of the car~it was old and obsolete 
(Paterson 115). Cars concealed with new paints and decorations deserved to be bumt, 
just like the hidden old norm~~the library, and the acrid fumes will continue to spread 
and bum until it breaks through “the skull of custom" which has long been concealed 
from detection and examination. The prose section specifies and unveils the vagueness of 
"norm" and "custom" through the destruction of a renewed old car~it is a mask, 
illusionary and unreal, used to cover its out-wom, dying skeleton. The two genres are 
integrated through the simultaneous existence of “norm,” "custom" and a renewed old 
car; and destruction animates the interactions of these elements. 
The buming of the fire is identical to the freedom of writing—it is both 
destructive and liberating. In the following juxtaposition of verse and prose Williams 
draws an equals sign between the two; writing becomes a strong weapon to free the city 
corrupted and suffocated by the library, but this can never be achieved if verse and prose 
are being separated from one another. The poem continues: 
Clearly, they say. Oh clearly! Clearly? 
What more clear than that of all things 
nothing is so unclear, between man and 
his writing, as to which is the man and 
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which the thing and of them both which 
is the more to be valued 
(Paterson 116) 
There is no explicit allusion to the fire or its destructiveness in this particular verse 
paragraph, the associating prose inscription has clarified the verisimilitude of writing and 
the buming of the fire. The prose connotes the past; it reports the spreading of the fire in 
the city: in the beginning it was a manageable “small blaze," but the wind accelerates the 
spreading of the flame. The city was destroyed completely at last (Paterson 116). What 
makes writing, as Williams suggests, valuable and significant is that it resembles the 
power of fire. Its effect might be limited in the beginning, but that does not imply it can 
be underestimated; destruction and liberation of the city is done by writing, or the 
symbolic fire in the prose section. The linkage of writing and fire is rooted in the 
collaboration of the past and the present: on the one hand, the present (writing) is 
illuminated and substantialized by something which has happened (the fire in the prose 
inscription.) On the other hand, the chronology derived from the interaction of past and 
present is being compressed into a simultaneity as each becomes an extension of the 
other, and therefore writing and fire can never be separated in the context ofdestmction. 
Prose and verse, past and present in Paterson entail a continuity and simultaneity 
throughout the interactions between them. Pison suggests: 
It is the basic discontinuity of all immediate and unanalyzed experience that needs 
to find its expression in the poem; and this achievement depends upon the 
presentation of all events in their ultimate singularity, without reference to larger 
laws or processes, so that in the presence of their present, time may not become a 
distorting factor. 
(Pison 330) 
Time never seemed problematic in the poem, and as a matter of fact to Williams it is a 
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kind of epistemology which helps to govem and structure the poem. What makes past 
and present a verisimilitude is that they shared essentially the same feature: both are 
unstable and can never be written or captured once and for all. The past is freed and 
revitalized as it is being separated from the context in which it is written; the present is 
always open and awaits the happenings of events一it is a quest for a possible context 
which presumably helps to create and insert a meaning to the passage of time. In 
Paterson the past needs the present to extend its buried meaning, and at the same time the 
present depends upon the past as if they were two interlocutors exchanging dialogues 
over and over again~communication must involve two parties. 
Two speakers are brought together in the form of verse and letter in the middle of 
Book Four part III. The two speakers, by looking at the different genres of writing, are 
supposed to be distanced or "divorced" by a certain time segment~"the writing of the 
poem and a written, received letter, but their conversations are incorporated into the 
mutual reference to the landscape of Paterson~a happening that has destroyed the 
distinction of past and present. The verse begins with a specific spot in the city of 
Paterson: 
In a deep-set valley between hills, almost hid 
by dense foliage lay the little village, 
Dominated by the Falls the surrounding country 
was a beautiful wilderness where mountain pink 
and wood violet throve: a place inhabited only 
by straggling trappers and wandering Indians. 
(Paterson 192) 
This particular verse paragraph may seem merely descriptive if it is viewed 
independently. But our understanding of the landscape changes when Williams mentions 
the names of "eighteenth century" landscape painters {Paterson 193). The verse 
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paragraph here may not necessarily be a pure description of the landscape by the poet, it 
could well be the scenes viewed and painted by artists in the past. The landscape is rich 
and vivid, and the poet draws our attention subsequently to the tribes, buildings and other 
forms ofhuman activity, but the key which truly vitalizes the picture can only be found in 
the associated prose section. 
The prose section is a letter written and sent to the poet by Allen Ginsberg. In this 
letter Ginsberg talks about his new job and especially his adventure in the city of 
Paterson. Ginsberg discovers the landscape referred to in the verse; it is “alive，，and 
"busy" (Paterson 193). The landscape becomes a crystallization of time segments: in the 
verse part it is seen and painted by artists in the past; in the letter it becomes a 
discovery~something completely new and refreshing. The landscape is not the library in 
which things dead and stagnant are being stored and preserved, it is open-ended and 
perpetually renewable. Throughout the interaction of the verse and the letter the 
landscape is given a twofold existence: first, it is already discovered and used in artistic 
creation~the landscape, or the painting of the view becomes a cultural heritage from the 
past; second, the landscape also exists as a thing to be discovered and seen. The 
landscape blurs the distinction of the past and the present, it becomes a point of 
intersection in which Williams, the eighteenth century artists and Ginsberg are brought 
together and exchange their dialogues. Past and present, prose and verse are not used and 
written in a distinctive and "divorced" manner, and a successful "marriage" always 
connotes something which is inseparable and unified. 
The connection of past and present discussed so far should be taken as the micro-
history ofthe poem: it shows the interaction of self and things in relation to the making of 
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a poetic city, what makes the difference between the discussion here and that in the 
previous chapter is that the process here is substantialized on a chronological basis, while 
the previous one is on a visual one. I have stated that history in the poem has to 
approached in two directions: synchronic and diachronic. The discussion here is focused 
on the synchronic aspect since the diachronic can only be studied in relation to another 
context. I consider this particular context as Williams's ultimate approach to achieve 
what he calls an interpenetration of self and city. The macro-history of Paterson 
concerns the making of a family, besides husband and wife there is also a son in the 
poem. The collaboration of the family members is crucial in extending and renewing the 
poem. This aspect and its relation to the development of Paterson will be examined in 
the next chapter. 
6 0 
Chapter 3 The Father, the Mother and the Son: the Making of the Paterson 
Family 
The making of the Paterson family is indistinguishable from the use of history in 
the poem. This poetic family is formed by three members: the poet father, the mother and 
the son. The process of such an attempt is the most energetic and powerful dimension of 
the whole poem. What Williams calls "metamorphosis" and "dispersal" in the headnotes 
is attained under a specific condition: the poem must have a future, or else it will tum into 
another decadent and withered library. What I call "future" here refers to the rejuvenation 
of the poem~how it incessantly extends, develops and renews itself. This can be first 
approached in relation to the textual history of the poem. 
Paterson was first conceived as four books, and Williams concludes the fourth 
book with the following lines: “This is the blast/ the etemal close/ the spiral/ the final 
somersault/ the end" (Paterson 202). Although they connote an ending, the fifth book 
was published and added to the poem in 1958. When readers and critics supposed that 
this is the real end of the poem, an incomplete Book 6 was found and published 
posthumously. We have every reason to assume that there is a possibility Williams 
would have extended and broadened the poem with different materials if he had lived 
longer. This should be considered a liberation: to make the poem energetic and universal 
it must continuously absorbs and embraces things contributive to the interpenetration of 
the self and the city. The process of renewal is perpetual and never-ending. 
The textual openness of Paterson corresponds to the historicity of America. As 
an American historian argues it is never easy to assert andjustify a historical past if it is 
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always changing: 
The task of providing themselves with a historical past was peculiarly difficult for 
Americans because it was not something that could be taken for granted, as with 
most peoples, or arranged once and for all. It was something that had to be done 
over and over again, for each new wave of newcomers, and that had to be kept up 
to date, as it were, continually reinvigorated and modernized. 
(Commanger 22) 
The nature of American history is summarized in two ways: first, it is impossible to fix 
and establish a past if it is always changing; second, the historical openness defines the 
vividness of a culture or a nation if the past becomes an illumination of the present~ 
quotations taken from historical documents enrich and enlarge the scope of the present. 
But the present is never an end if it paves the road to the future. In other words, renewal 
and reinvigoration are perpetual if the present extends itself into the future. Justifying a 
historical past may become less important if there is a promised and secured future, like 
Commanger stresses "...Americans had no need of a past because they were so sure of a 
future" (Commanger 7). The past and the present may serve as a subtle implication ofthe 
future: self and things will always be vigorous if they are renewable in the passage of 
time. A promised future is tantamount to a foreseeable revitalization of selfand things. 
This explains why critics considered Paterson not merely an American poem but 
"an attempt to write the American Poem" (Lowell 189). From the textual structure of the 
poem it is explicit that Williams never put an end to a task which proceeds to the future. 
He tried once at the end of Book 4, but the halt was short and temporarily, and in less 
than ten years the poem was renewed by an addition of the fifth book. This does not 
imply that the poet failed to cope with his own creation; this particular "incompleteness" 
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or "uncertainty" has drawn our attention to a specific goal in Paterson in relation to the 
use ofhistory in the poem: 
Paterson might well be called the poetic deconstmction ofhistory, of the myth of 
history as the presence of reason (logo); and a reconstitution of history in poetry, 
as the search or the "effort" toward "virtue." But this presence一virtue is 
captured and held only in the time of the effort, in the "temple" of the poem which 
asserts itself as a "fiction," or a "museum" that is a "real" house of fictions. 
Therefore, it is not a recovered presence at all. Paterson, that is, may be called the 
demystiflcation of history only because it ends by affirming the essential 
historicity of man, caught in the “riddle” of his desire, creating the “song” which 
celebrates a "marriage" that makes death meaningful. 
(Riddel 161) 
In The Inverted Bell the writer reiterates a crucial aspect: the use ofhistory in the poem is 
a deconstmction~"similar to the buming of the library in Book 3, it aims at liberating and 
revitalizing the poem. From a textual perspective, the poem remains a task to be 
completed throughout the life of Williams rather than a thing fixed, finished and 
deadlocked~~Paterson is not a nail to be hammered into our memory, it has to stay open 
to be transformed and reconfigured whenever the poet sees fit and necessary. This has 
been stated explicitly in the headnotes of the poem: “an identification and a plan of action 
to supplant a plan for action" (Paterson 2). If we recall what the American historian 
argues in the previous quotation, it is not difficult to notice that an "identification" is also 
a task which cannot be done once and for all, and therefore such a task, as we see in the 
headnotes, is associated with a continuous replacement and renewal of action~the 
fixation is embedded in the action of metamorphosis. 
But what have all these to do with the making of the family in the poem? The 
open-endedness of the poem can be seen as the prerequisite of such a particular attempt: 
Williams did not by accident change his original plan of writing a poem in four books; 
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what I call the family here is both a textual and poetic extension, it is a task which aims at 
renewing and rejuvenating the poet and his words. The family in Paterson is consists of 
three members: a father, a mother and a son. Before I move on to illustrate how this 
particular process works in the poem, emphasis should be placed on the role of the 
mother. What makes the role of the mother essential is that she neither exists merely as a 
woman, nor she is simply defined and narrowed to her biological feature~childbearing. 
To Williams the mother represents a source of inspiration contributive to artistic creation: 
I was conscious of my mother's influence all through this time of writing, her 
ordeal as a woman and as a foreigner in this country. I've always held her as a 
mythical figure, remote from me, detached, looking down on an area in which I 
happened to live, a fantastic world where she was moving as a more or less 
pathetic figure. ...I was personifying her, her detachment from the world of 
Rutherford. She seemed an heroic figure, a poetic ideal. I didn't especially 
admire her; I was attached to her. I had not yet established any sort of 
independent spirit. 
(/ Wanted to Write a Poem 16) 
The mother becomes a goal, something ultimate in which the poet strove for in his life. 
Writing to Williams becomes a medium of interpenetration between the mother and the 
son. This mutual attachment finds its expression in the poem, and to some extend the 
search for a mother is equivalent to a quest of the self. 
The connection between the mother and the self is also treated as a critical issue in 
Williams's scholarship. To critics Williams's attachment to the mother, or his writings 
about her can be considered a "hermeneutic exercise" as it represents “an attempt to come 
to terms with conflicting interpretations of her identity and character which, by extension, 
offered insight into his own" (Driscoll 156). The mother possibly works as a mirror, and 
the reflections from the mirror provide references for the self-understanding of the poet. 
A yeaming for the mother can be elaborated in relation to the association of the feminine 
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and the masculine, and the former becomes a redemption for the latter. In Paterson, the 
search for the self begins in the form of an interrelationship between man and woman; 
similar to the function of the mother, the unity and vitality of the self is always dependent 
on the relationship of two parties: the masculine and the feminine. Critics argue that man 
and woman symbolize two forces in the quest of "beauty": “Williams, aesthetics is 
contingent on the counterstress or crosscurrent of male and female sexuality. Pursuit of 
beauty requires the Williams male persona to rediscover the radiant gist, which involves 
in a very literal sense summoning up erotic energy through an encounter~real or 
imagined~with a woman" (Graham 167). 
Man and woman in Williams's writings are sometimes taken as two different 
characters, each one of them possesses different values and ideas from one another: "The 
masculine represented the inclination toward clarity, definition, unity; the feminine, the 
inclination toward instinct, indeterminacy, multiplicity" (Gelpi 323). The male seems to 
be more complete and self-sufficient than the female, however, the distinction here in fact 
draws our attention to another question: if man and woman are by character different 
from another, then why marriage plays such an important role in Williams's poetics? If 
they are so different to each other, under what circumstance can their relationship be 
established? To critics the male is even the sum of all humankind: "The male sex is 
representative of humanity. Woman remains at the level of the particular: a compliment, 
of course, from a poet who prizes particularity" (Larrissy 80). But to validate his position 
as the representative of the universal, the man still needs to rely on his wife. Larrissy 
continues, "Williams sees his espousal of the objective in art as the renewal of lost 
psychic harmony through the rediscovery of a feminine alone" (Larrissy 81). An attempt 
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to renewal necessitates the marriage of man and woman in Paterson. 
Besides being redemptive to the male, the feminine in Paterson inspires artistic 
creation. The masculine cannot exists as a unified whole, to make the male sufficient and 
complete on an artistic and creative basis the feminine shall not be left out or isolated in 
the process. Just like a mother who bears and nurtures her baby, the feminine is 
productive and contributive to the birth and development of artistic creation. The 
feminine as illustrated by the female characters in Paterson perform a significant task: 
"These women (in Paterson) are the local, material soil from which the male's or artist's 
universal activities grow~the particular rock from which every Sam Patch~artist must 
leap to realize his art" (Guimond 164). It is true that the feminine appears as a helping 
hand to the masculine, but at the same time such a task is similar to the textual structure 
of the poem一it has to stay open to absorb new materials and dimensions in order to 
make the poem renewable. 
The association of the masculine and the feminine, or the "marriage" between 
male and female in Paterson is diachronic in a chronological sense. The association of 
the male and the female resembles the linearity of history~it develops or progresses in 
the form of a straight line. This does not mean that the poem lacks a certain goal, or 
Williams's writing of it is solely directionless. A comparison with the library in Book 3 
may be useful in explicating the essence of marriage: the library is fixed in the past, it 
symbolizes death and lethargy since it is closed and detached from the course of time; 
marriage is an open entity that can be rejuvenated and revitalized throughout the passage 
of time. This has been insinuated in a shorter poem long before Williams started writing 
Paterson. A shorter poem entitled "Marriage" was published in 1916, and this poem 
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might well be taken as a hint concerning Williams's idea of marriage: 
So different, this man 
And this woman: 
A stream flowing 
In a field. 
{Collected Poems I 56) 
This poem may easily falls into the category of imagism: the marriage of a man and a 
woman is visualized and animated by a flowing stream~the verbal meaning of the poem 
is enriched by the visual quality of the stream. To Ann W. Fisher-Wirth the "self-
sufficiency" and “completeness，，of the relationship is annotated by the image: “For all 
the fluidity of the image, the poem therefore possesses a great permanence, a great 
stillness" (Fisher-Wirth 155). The picture perhaps resembles a still-life, but what really 
makes marriage crucial here may not necessary be its stillness. The poem is a 
compression of several things: a man, a woman and a stream. Williams's idea of 
marriage is stated in the juxtaposition. What truly animates and visualize marriage is not 
only the stream but the movement of the water, this is suggested by the adjective 
“flowing.’，What is "permanent" in the picture is not its stillness, but the motion~the 
flowing water keeps the river energetic and lively; and this ascribes a visual dimension to 
the continuity of the relationship between the man and the woman~marriage is just like 
the flowing water, it is fresh, lively and vigorous. 
The relationship of the male and the female, or to be more specific the male's 
attachment to the female is illustrated in another shorter poem of Williams. In this poem 
the poet explicates under what circumstance the male is dependent on the female, and this 
provides useful hints for understanding the family in Paterson. In “A Man to a Woman" 
the male persona is addressing to a silent, nameless woman: 
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Though you complain of me 
That I build no marvel to your name; 
That I have never grappled time to proclaim 
You everlastingly; 
Though no marble, however white it be, 
Compels me to win to win your fame: 
My soul is shapen as by a flame 
In your identity. 
{Collected Poems I 25) 
The woman, through the words of the man, complains against his negligence~"the man 
does not acknowledge her importance. But to the man her name or reputation is never 
crucial since he already lives in her, and therefore the woman becomes a flame which 
melts and molds the male counterpart. Flame has a special significance in Williams's 
poetics: in Paterson fire is equivalent to creative writing, and the buming of the library 
begins when Williams starts to write in Book 3. The fire not only destroys an institution 
symbolizing death and stagnation, it also liberates and opens up possibility for human 
creativity~the fire paves the way to renewed world. In this poem the productive and 
destructive aspects of fire are being unified: the flame of the woman melts and molds the 
soul of the male persona. 
The female, like the fire in the poem and in Paterson, is emancipating, 
regenerative and productive. In the following poem, the interpenetration of the opposite 
sexes has reached a new level: to keep on renewing and revitalizing the relationship a 
man and a woman cannot be left alone all by themselves, even though the female 
possesses extraordinary power to make the male complete and unified. No matter how 
devoted the couple are they need something to strengthen the connection. In "A 
Marriage Ritual" the male persona, just like the one in the previous poem, is facing a 
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serious problem. In the previous poem, the silent woman is making a complaint against 
his ignorance and negligence, and the man's confession at the end becomes a resolution 
of the conflict. But the situation is far more critical in “A Marriage Ritual", the 
connection ofthe male and the female is ruined by a failure of communication: 
but eloquently in my own breast 
my own breast for you whom I love 
一and cannot express what 
my love is, how it varies, though 
I waste i t ~ 
{CollectedPoemsI 350) 
The male persona lacks a certain language to express his affection for the woman; and the 
woman is victimized by essentially the same problem: she tums a blind eye to the 
persona, and her attention is drawn away to something old and lethargic: 
To look 
at what? downstream. It is 
an old-world favour: the poor 
the unthrifty, passionately biased 
by what errors of conviction~ 
{CollectedPoemsI 350) 
Instead of looking at the male persona, her gaze is fixed at the downstream一something 
old, withered and pathetic. The man and the woman are “divorced:” they are distanced 
and separated, and both fail to resolve the conflict or to eliminate the gap between them. 
The solution neither comes from the male nor the female, but from a third party 
who helps to redeem the situation: 
Now a boy 
is rolling a stout metal drum 
up from below the river bank. 
The woman and the boy, two 
thievish figures, struggle with 
the object...in this light! 
{CollectedPoemsI 350) 
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The boy captures the woman's attention with his metal drum—a thing which breaks 
through the silence with its sound; by following the boy the woman's attentions is shifted 
away from the downstream, and the face of the male persona becomes “constant，，to the 
woman. The marriage of the man and the woman is regained from the boy with a metal 
drum. 
I bring up these three short poems as they serve as an introduction to the issue of 
gender in Williams's poetics. In Paterson the interaction of the male and the female is 
realized in a relatively larger and broader scope, and the making of a family can be seen 
as the final, ultimate product. In the long poem the male and the female do not merely 
exist as particular individuals; it is more appropriate to see that the male and the female 
are two forces strengthening and liberating the poem. The process of family building is in 
fact the history of the interactions between the male and the female. The importance and 
necessity of “renewal,，is stated explicitly in the poem. The absorption and integration of 
different materials and perspectives is the male's attempt to revitalize himself: 
It is the ignorant sun 
rising in the slot of 
hollow suns risen, so that never in this 
word will a man live well in his body 
save dying—and not know himself 
dying; yet that is 
the design. Renews himself 
thereby, in addition and subtraction, 
walking up and down. 
(Paterson 4) 
The male force一whether he be the giant Paterson, the city, the poet or the father~is 
searching for a method to keep on reinvigorating himself. To add and subtract, to walk 
up and down can be referred to the discoveries and experiments with different materials 
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and methods in the poem: the juxtapositions and interactions of image and caption, verse 
and prose, past and present. All these methods pave the way to the ultimate measure: the 
conflict and resolution of the male and the female. 
In the beginning of Book 1 part I Williams states the relationship of man and 
woman in the form of verse and prose: 
A man like a city and a woman like a flower 
—who are in love. Two woman. Three women. 
Innumerable women, each like a flower. 
But 
only one man~like a city. 
(Paterson 7) 
The metaphors here show how man and woman are connected: the male is definite and 
concrete—no matter how many woman he loves his position remains impervious; 
women are flowers, they are all directed to the city, the man. The associated prose 
section further confirms this particular relationship. Nardi,s letter is being used and 
inscribed into the poem as a counterpart to the verse section: the writer has sent the poet 
her poems concerning the "human situation." However, even though she claims to be a 
poet ofthe universal, she has the tendency to identify herself in relation to her gender: “1 
know myself to be more the woman than the poet; and to concern myself less with the 
publishers of poetry than with...living...,, (Paterson 7). Her sexual awareness echoes 
Williams's concept ofthe feminine: each woman is like a “flower” regardless of their 
numbers or positions in the Paterson community. On the one hand, Nardi has put her 
sexual identity above her artistic creativity. On the other hand, the male poet is aware of 
the logic of gender, but he values creativity and imagination more then his gender~ 
Nardi's letter is being inscribed in conjunction to the verse, and it becomes part ofthe 
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poet's creation. 
The male and the female are different, but such a distinction does not imply that 
they are separable or they should always exist in a divided pattern. With reference to the 
criticisms discussed earlier, critics tend to see the masculine and the feminine as two 
distinguishable systems of values. But in Paterson such a distinction may not be 
necessary: 
The perfections are sharpened 
The flower spreads its colored petals 
wide in the sun 
But the tongue of the bee 
misses them 
They sink back into the loam 
crying out 
~~you may call it a cry 
that creeps over them, a shiver 
as they wilt and disappear: 
Marriage come to have a shuddering 
implication 
(Paterson 11) 
The flower flourishes, but the bee fails to get in touch with it. The male and the female, 
as represented by the bee and the flower respectively, are separated not because oftheir 
different character but of the lack of a means of communication: the bee misses the 
flower because ofits tongue, and its language is relegated to crying—it is not rich enough 
to make the male and female communicable to one another. Williams continues, "The 
language is missing them/' they die also/ incommunicado" (Paterson 11). What makes 
marriage a “shuddering implication" is that the bee and flower are by origin inseparable 
from each other: the bee needs flower to make honey to survive; the flower needs the bee 
to spread its seed, or else it dies without any descendents. To realize love or affection 
they need to be communicative to each other, but what makes this means of 
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communication crucial and inevitable is that it is a matter of life and death, and also a 
matter of procreation. 
But before they reach the final end of procreation, the male and the female have to 
go through a series ofstmggle and controversy. The conflicts between the two parties are 
somehow illustrated in the geographical imagination of Williams. In Book 2 the setting 
of the poem is shifted to the park, and this particular location has a definite meaning: 
“And there, against him (Paterson), stretches the low mountain./ The Park's her head, 
carved, above the Falls, by the quiet/ river" (Paterson 8). The place is engendered: a walk 
in the park connotes an exploration of the feminine, an attempt to enter the female's 
mind. Again in the beginning ofBook 2 part I Williams stresses the gender relationship 
of the landscape: 
The scene's the Park 
upon the rock 
female to the city 
~upon whose body Paterson instructs his thoughts 
(concretely) 
(Paterson 43) 
The situation has changed—the male persona is no longer standing apart from the female, 
and therefore she does not only exist or brought up in the narration or descriptions ofthe 
poet: the female may not remain silent, or she is no longer dependent on the male's 
language in order to reveal herself. The poet has entered the park, the head ofthe female, 
and this may allow him to listen to the voice of the feminine. Williams uses another 
Nardi's letter as the first prose section in Book 2 part I, and her letter seems to be a 
response to the male's “instructions.” 
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Nardi,s letter can be seen as a complain against the male poet. She is dissatisfied 
about her collaboration with the male counterpart: “…^！壮！ the outcome of my failure with 
you has been the complete damning up of all my creative capacities in a particularly 
disastrous manner such as I have never before experienced" {Paterson 45). The 
relationship results in the destruction of the female's creativity, and this can be attributed 
to the "instructions" ofPaterson: “…I first sensed that you were ignoring the real contents 
of my last letters to you, and which finally congealed into some impenetrable substance 
when you asked me to quit corresponding with you altogether without even an 
explanation" {Paterson 45). In the park—the head of femininity—the picture would be 
very different from that of the male: to the male persona (the bee) the problem is 
understood as a lack of a suitable means to communicate with the female (the flower); to 
the female writer the truth is that the bee has avoided the opportunity to communicate— 
the male has mistaken communication with instruction, and such an attempt is 
detrimental to the making of the relationship. 
What makes Nardi's letters representative of the feminine in Paterson is that she 
has a language—she is heard or seen without relying on the discourse of the male 
persona. She is linked to but independent from the poet. In ‘‘For a Redeeming 
Language," Denis Donoghue suggests that the poem implies a quest for a language: 
For his (Williams) own pious attachment to the actual, Williams has needed a 
certain kind of language, a language near to things, closing the gap between 
subject and object, cutting away all the distorting nebula from feelings and 
attitudes. Above all, a language that will redeem us (he hopes) from past 
fixations: ‘no creed but clarity.’ 
(Donoghue 122) 
In the context of gender the quest for language has another significance: no matter how 
7 4 
the language is used, it accelerates the interaction of the male and the female. It is 
noticeable that Nardi,s letters are unfriendly or even hostile to the poet, but her hostility 
tums out to be a strength governing the making of the family. Unlike other silent female 
characters in the poem, the voice ofNardi not only counters the male's imagination ofthe 
feminine, it stimulates the growth and maturity of the male. 
Another of Nardi's letter appears shortly after the previous one in Book 2 part 1. 
Her tone and attitude remains the same一she complains against the ignorance and 
negligence ofthe male, but this letter, with reference to the verse adherents, may have a 
deeper influence on the male persona. The walking Paterson is led by a kind of sound: 
Before his feet, at each step, the flight 
is renewed. A burst of wings, a quick 
churring sound : 
couriers to the ceremonial of love! 
(Paterson 48) 
Even though he keeps on ignoring her, she inevitably becomes a "counter-weight" 
{Paterson 48) in the man's mind. A voice has led the male to move forward, and each 
step he takes marks the renewal of the self. But what makes the female to have such 
extraordinary power to transform the male? The answer can be found in the associated 
letter. Despite the similarity between this letter and those used previously in the poem, it 
is not hard to discem that her opinions about the relationship have changed: 
...its results could not have been (as it has been) to destroy the validity for me 
myself of myself, because in that case nothing to do with my sense of personal 
identity would have been maimed~the cause of one's frustration in such 
instances being not in one's self nor in the other person but merely in the sorry 
scheme of things. 
(Paterson 48) 
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Misery, pain and frustration in this relationship may not necessary be personal. Nardi's 
complaint is being enlarged and deepened to the extend that man and woman do not exist 
separately and distinguishably: no matter how badly the male treats the female, or how 
the female resists against the male, it does not affect them as two unrelated individuals. 
Instead, such negative interactions are accumulated and aggregated into a "sorry scheme 
ofthings." They exist in a conflicting situation, but the negative interactions ofthe male 
and the female always connote a totality which link them together. 
After this letter the walking Paterson continues his joumey, and the letter begins 
to show its influence: 
一his mind a red stone carved to be 
endless flight 
Love that is a stone endlessly in flight, 
so long as stone shall last bearing 
the chisel's stroke 
{Paterson 49) 
In this verse paragraph there are two interesting associations: first, the male's mind is like 
a stone, but it is not something lifeless or static—and this suggests that after the female 
intervention the stone, or the mind of the male persona, is renewed by its motion. The 
“endless flight” of the stone may seem identical to the renewing steps of the walking 
Paterson, but the fact is that Nardi's letter has accelerated the process—a step is tumed 
into endless flight; second, the theme of love and the mind of the persona are associated 
in the metaphor ofthe stone: the mind is a stone of motion, and love is the same stone if 
it can withstand the "chisel's stroke.” Up to this level it seems that love has a certain 
limit: it is a stone~hard and concrete, but can it live under the stroke of the chisel? The 
poet continues: 
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. . a n d is lost and covered 
with ash, falls from an undermined bank 
and~begins churring! 
AND DOES, the stone after the life! 
The stone lives, the flesh dies 
~ w e know nothing of death. 
(Paterson 49) 
The stone and the chisel pave the way to permanence: the chisel's stroke disintegrates the 
stone, but it also gives it a language~"the stone falls and begins "churring," and this 
perpetuates its existence. The stone has transcended the restriction of life and death; and 
the mind knows nothing about death as it will live permanently, even though the flesh 
dies and disappears. The stone, the mind of the male persona and love are united and 
integrated into a perpetuity, and this can only be achieved and realized in the female. 
The female plays a crucial role in the interaction and communication between the 
opposite sexes. Without measuring cost and effect, the female becomes the most devoted 
party in the communication process: to Nardi communication is not a means but an end in 
itself. The female's desire to make her voice audible keeps her writing and sending 
letters to the male persona, even though she bears the risk ofbeing ignored and neglected. 
The female's devotion and the male's negligence form the landscape of the city. In Book 
two part 2 Williams's verse and Nardi's letter are used to demonstrate the relationship 
between the city and the park~the landscape of the male and the female. In the letter 
Nardi seems to have stopped making complaints to the male persona; what is emphasized 
in this letter is her devotion to the male: "There are people~especially among women~ 
who can speak only to one person. And I am one of those women" {Paterson 64). She is 
a female who can only concentrate on a relationship with a single person, and that person 
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is the male poet. 
The extent ofher devotion and participation in the relationship reaches the zenith 
when she writes, “I must let myself be entirely misunderstood and misjudged in all my 
economic and social maladjustments, rather than ever attempt to communicate to anyone 
else what I wrote to you about" (Paterson 64). But no matter how honest or devoted the 
female is, her relationship with the male is still "disastrous" (Faterson 64), and the 
disaster is well illustrated in the corresponding verse section: 
Look, there lies the city! 
~"calling with his back 
to the paltry congregation, calling the winds; 
a voice calling, calling . 
(Paterson 64) 
The verse here embodies a geography connotative of the relationship between the male 
and the female. We could imagine the perspective of the exclamation: the persona looks 
at the city from the perspective of the park—the feminine, but the city tums his back 
against the park. He tries to call, but that voice never reach the ear of a specific audience. 
Ifthe voice ofthe city is taken as a means of communication, and his calling represents a 
desire to communicate, the imperfect relationship between the male and the female, as 
demonstrated by the landscape of the park and the city, would result in the following 
situation: 
One sees him first. Few listen. 
Or, in fact, pay the least 
attention, walking about, unless some Polock 
with his mouth open tries to make it out, 
as if it were some Devil (looks into the faces 
of a young couple passing, laughing 
together, for some hint) What kind of priest 
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is this? Alarmed, goes off scowling, looking 
back. 
(Paterson 65) 
The male's attempt to communicate is being discouraged, for the audience prefers to look 
rather than to listen to him. The city tums his back against the park, and his voice fades 
and disappears without transmitting any definite and concrete meaning to the negligent 
audience. The failure of communication is resulted from the discordance of the male and 
the female; and this makes a passing young couple so extraordinary and implicative to the 
"Devil." 
Williams inserts a long Nardi's letter at the end of Book 2, and after that her voice 
is no longer heard in either verse or prose format. But this does not imply the power of 
her letters has been undermined, or she finally disappears after a long period of misery 
and frustration. In Remembering William Carlos Williams, James Laughlin writes: 
She QS[ardi) was the symbol of woman victimized in a male society. Her long 
letters inserted in Paterson (one is eight full pages) insisting on having Bill 
recognize her work and urging him to help her get it published, these pages 
expand her to a major female character till she becomes as it were the figurative 
heroine of the epic. 
(Laughlin 22) 
Nardi is a woman victimized by the negligence of the male poet. However, without her 
letters~the participation of the feminine~the ultimate goal of the masculine can never 
be conceived, let alone its achievement and completion. I would like to argue that the 
destruction of the library can be seen as a response to Nardi's long letter at the end of 
Book 2. Her letter stimulates and strengthens the male's resolution to liberate and 
revitalize things which are kept and confined to the past. A close examination of the 
connections between Nardi's long letter and the destruction of the library will 
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demonstrate how the masculine and the feminine work in the process of renewal, and 
under what circumstance can redemption be fully achieved and realized in the poem. 
The conversations between the male and the female in the form of verse and prose 
indicate how both are related to one another. The words of the feminine exist as a 
powerful stimulant to renew the male, or to some extent accelerate the process of 
revitalization at the cost of mining her self-identity—Nardi has reiterated in her letters 
how various attempts to get in touch with the male have destroyed her thought, 
expectations, creativity and identity, but all these have not chilled her enthusiasm to write 
a long letter to the male persona at the end of Book 2. This letter is important as it opens 
up a possibility of renewal for poem. This possibility includes the destruction of library 
and later, the appearance of Allen Ginsberg. To critics like Louis Martz the role ofNardi 
is secondary and peripheral, as he comments on Paterson Book 2: 
Paterson the city is to the park as man is to woman; this relates the larger scene to 
the prose letters that run throughout, describing the painful need of a woman for 
intimate friendship with a man (Dr. P.), who has seen her not as a human being 
but as material for literature. 
(Martz 198) 
Ifwe read her letter in relation to Book 3, and if we bear in mind the association ofverse 
and prose in Williams's poetics, then perhaps Nardi,s letters are not merely used, fixed 
and appropriated as a kind of material for the poem. 
Nardi's long letter serves as an important transition as her arguments not only 
summarize the problem between a man and a woman: Nardi's arguments are creative and 
inspirational to the poet, and his responses are articulated in the buming of the library. 
The letter begins with her protest: “My attitude toward woman's wretched position in 
society and my ideas about all the change necessary there, were interesting to you, 
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weren't they, in so far as they made for literatureT (Paterson 87). But to Nardi her male 
reader treats literature as "something disconnected from life," and he appreciates her 
ideas only because they are detached from actual life. To Nardi there is a large gap 
between the male self and his writings, and such a disparity has to be avoided and 
eliminated: 
Only my writing (when I write) is myself: only that is the real me in any essential 
way. Not because I bring to literature and to life two different inconsistent sets of 
values, as you do. No, I don't do that; and I feel that when anyone does do it, 
literature is tumed into just so much intellectual excrement fit for the same 
stinking hole as any other kind. 
{Paterson 87) 
Writing paves the way to what she calls "one's unity of being and one's freedom to be 
one's self (Paterson 87). But the male poet fails to do so, and Nardi has discerned that 
there is great difference between what he is and what he says一a divorce between the 
person and his language: "That's why all that fine talk of yours about woman's need to 
‘sail free in her own element' as a poet, becomes nothing but empty rhetoric in the light 
of your behavior towards me" (Paterson 87). Nardi's criticism echoes the problems 
stated earlier by the poet in Paterson: language and the mind are separated from each 
other, and this intimidates a person to use language. Just like the bee in Book 1, the 
language of the male is insignificant if it is distanced away from the mind, and this 
accounts for his “inability to live" (Paterson 90) as a man of letters. Throughout the 
letter Nardi recalls her life and her encounters with different people, for most of the time 
her tone remains hostile, but at the end she confesses to the poet: “I wanted your 
friendship more than I ever wanted anything else (yes, more, and Fve wanted other things 
badly) I wanted it desperately, not because I have a single thing with which to adom any 
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man's pride~butjust because I haven't" (Paterson 90). 
Nardi's letter is a short summary of the problems of Paterson, and the female 
writer has provided a possible solution to these problems. The discordance between the 
opposite sexes is attributed from the failure of language: the poor relationship between 
Nardi and the poet is stemmed from the false use of language. To Nardi the poet's ideas 
about women are “empty rhetoric"—a language which has no meaning at all. The 
problem of language is also the problem of the self: Nardi thinks writing must be a true 
expression and elaboration of the self. But in the case of the poet writing is just a 
concealment, a barrier to the realization and expression of the self. The issues of gender, 
language and self-identity are associated in the conversations between Nardi and the poet. 
The divorce between the male and the female, the mind and language, self and writing as 
elaborated in Nardi's letter pave the way to the destruction of the library in Book 3. 
What makes "books" problematic in the beginning of Book 3 is that they represent 
the isolation and distraction of the mind: 
Drawn from the streets we break off 
our minds' seclusion and are taken up by 
the books' winds, seeking, seeking 
down the wind 
until we are unaware which is the wind and 
which the wind' s power over us . 
to lead the mind away 
(Paterson 96) 
The mind of Paterson is confined by books—a barrier which separate the mind from the 
surroundings. The books demonstrate what Nardi calls a disconnection from life—books 
do not help an individual to live, to face the reality, but rather become an asylum for the 
mind. It is a serious problem which has been discemed and criticized in the long letter: a 
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disparity between the mind and the reality results in the separation ofNardi and the male 
poet in the long letter; in Book 3 such a disparity is elaborated in terms ofmarriage—the 
bondage between man and woman: "Sing me a song to make death tolerable, a song/ o f a 
man and a woman: the riddle of a man；^  and a woman" (Paterson 107). The unity ofthe 
opposite sexes become a panacea for death, or at least the perfection of the relationship 
soothes the pain and frustration ofthe lost self. But to achieve and maintain the harmony 
the poet has to start by unifying the self and the language, and to do so he has to take a 
more radical stance. 
This makes writing an equivalent to the "destroying fire" in the beginning ofBook 
3 part II: in the long letter Nardi points out the language of the poet is fake and 
meaningless, it is more like an obstruction rather than a means of communication 
between the two parties; the poet responses to Nardi by eliminating the distance between 
the self and the use of language, and the first step is to face and acknowledge the 
situation: 
Clearly, they say. Oh clearly! Clearly? 
What more clear than that of all things 
nothing is so unclear, between man and 
his writing, as to which is the man and 
which the thing and of them both which 
is the more to be valued 
(Paterson 116) 
The fire becomes the only medium in which the gap between man and things, or between 
man and his words can be eliminated—“the person/ passed into the flame, becomes the 
flame~/ the flame taking over the person" (Paterson 122). The books in the library are 
bumt to ashes; but the person, through buming and destroying the books in the library, 
recaptures the unity between self and mind: “Read. Bring the mind back (attendant upony' 
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the page) to the day's heat" {Paterson 126). If we recall what Nardi writes in her letter 
concerning the separation between the self and the mind, the self and the language, the 
destruction of the library is definitely an action inspired by the female writer. 
Riddel has already pointed out the deconstruction of history in Paterson; it should 
be noted that Williams's deconstruction is not nihilistic. The buming of the library is 
destructive, but this particular destruction embodies a reconstitution of meaning: 
I cannot stay here 
to spend my life looking into the past: 
the future's no answer. I must 
find my meaning and lay it, white, 
beside the sliding water: myself~ 
comb out the language~or succumb 
~~whatever the complexion. Let 
me out! (Well, go!) this rhetoric 
is real! 
{Paterson 145) 
In these three consecutive verse paragraphs the poet has outlined the results of the 
disaster: first, the self is being unified with an ability to live, to create and to invent a 
meaningful and communicative language; second, such a capability derived from the 
buming of the library enables the poet to cope with the real existing world, and his 
rhetoric becomes "real." The main criticisms in Nardi's long letter~"the loss ofthe self, 
the divorce between language and the human mind, between words and the user of 
language, and the "empty rhetoric" of the poet have all been followed and corrected in 
Book 3. The male poet plays an active role in seeking for a new language, but it is the 
female writer who brings up the issues and paves the directions for the poet. 
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The process of renewal is yet completed. The poet stresses he will lay the 
meaning beside the flowing water, but this meaning needs to be further developed in 
order to create a future for the poem. My discussion has been centered on how the male 
and the female correspond to each other in the form of verse and prose, and how their 
interactions contribute to an important episode in Paterson~the destruction of the 
library. Similar to the relationship of the opposite sexes, a married couple connotes a 
completion of the family, but to make this family extendable they need a third party. In 
Book 4 and 5 the poem moves toward a different direction: after the annihilation of the 
library there is nothing left for reliance, the poet has to invent in order to survive and 
rejuvenate. The conversations between the male and the female is substituted by the 
dialogues between the male and another interlocutor. Book 4 part II begins with the 
following conversation: 
You were not more than 12, my son 
14 perhaps, the high school age 
when we went, together, 
a first for both of us, 
to a lecture, in the Solarium 
topping the hospital, on atomic 
fission. I hoped to discover 
an "interest" on your part. 
(Paterson 170) 
The verse paragraph is a dialogue between a senior and a junior~the male persona is 
talking to someone younger than himself. The rest of the narration concerns his visit to 
the hospital and the birth of a child, and the first letter of Allen Ginsberg appears. The 
significance of this letter is first conveyed by the corresponding verse: “BrightenA . the 
comer where you/ are!" (Paterson 172). This particular line has already appeared at the 
end of Book 3 part II，indicating the buming of the fire (Paterson 128). The fire is both 
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destructive and creative, and its flame bums down the obstruction to the real language; in 
Book 4 such brightening effect is brought to Paterson once again by Allen Ginsberg. He 
is new in the city, and his existence might not be noticed by the poet: “I would like to 
make my presence in Paterson known to you, and I hope you will welcome this from me, 
an unknown young poet, to you, and unknown old poet, who live in the same rusty 
country of the world" (Paterson 172). 
In Ginsberg's letter a subtle distinction has been created: Williams and Ginsberg 
are poets of two generations~the old and the new. Besides introducing himself and his 
poems to the old poet, Ginsberg emphasizes his aims and objectives ofcreative writing: 
All that I have done has a program, consciously or not, running on from phase to 
phase, from the beginnings of emotional breakdown, to momentary raindrops from the 
clouds become corporeal, to a renewal of human objectivity which I take to be ultimately 
identical with no ideas but in things. But this last development I have yet to tum into 
poetic reality. I envision for myself some kind of new speech~different at least from 
what I have been writing down~in that it has to be clear statement of fact about misery 
(and not misery itself), and splendor if there is any out of the subjective wanderings 
through Paterson. 
(Paterson 173) 
This passage is essential in several aspects: first of all, it shows that there is a certain 
similarity between the two generations in poetic terms, and the first identification of the 
two poets refers to their shared poetics: to Ginsberg his "renewal ofhuman objectivity" is 
tantamount to Williams's “no ideas but in things." The shared poetics has closed the 
generation gap of the two poets; second, Ginsberg's letter ascribes an open-endedness, or 
to be more specific, a future to Paterson. His aim has not been practiced and folly 
achieved, but he has devoted himself to the discovery of a “new speech" in the future; 
third, the attainment of the future is deeply rooted in the local~the city ofPaterson. 
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The role of Ginsberg is crucial to the development of the poem, as Mariani 
suggests: 
Ginsberg's wanderings around Paterson, and Williams' early wanderings around 
that city forty years before: a chiming, a resonance which was to haunt Williams 
when he began to flesh out the fifth part of Paterson several years later. But for 
now he had his theme and his figure of crossing in Ginsberg, Pater's son. 
(Mariani 605) 
Ginsberg the son is the extension of the father. He has expressed his confidence to 
complete the task in the letter~“an accomplishment you (Williams) almost cannot have 
hoped to achieve" {Paterson 173). What truly marks his excellence in making the 
achievement, or how he extends and lengthens the chronology, the life of the poem, has 
to be seen in relation to the mother. Nardi and Ginsberg write letters to the poet, and their 
voices in Paterson are captured in the form of prose. Although they shared certain 
similarities, their voices represent the two main polar in the chronology of Paterson. In 
Nardi's letters, the female writer keeps on referring to the precedents~"things which she 
has done or expected already, and all of her letters are references to things which have 
preceded the present moment. For examples, in Book 2 part I her letter begins with 
“Despite my having said that I,d never write to you again, I do so now because I fmd, 
with the passing of time, that the outcome of my failure with you has been the complete 
damming up of all my creative capacities" (Paterson 45). Her letter at the end ofBook 2 
part II has the same feature: "Whatever your reasons were for that note of yours and for 
your indifferent evasion ofmy letters just previous to that note一the one thing that I still 
wish more than any other is that I could see you" {Paterson 76). In each Nardi's letters 
the female writer refers to her previous letters, or how such ignored and neglected letters 
affect the presence of herself. Nardi is overwhelmed by the past, but this also enables her 
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long letter at the end ofBook 2 to be accumulative and recapitulating—her linkage to the 
past privileges the female writer to have a clear, broad and comprehensive view of the 
aspects neglected by the male poet. She is fixed to the past, but her voice becomes a 
reflection ofPaterson's situation, and the most powerful medium to inspire and stimulate 
the search for a real language. 
Ginsberg's letters move toward a different direction. But the difference between 
the mother and the son does not imply that they are separable and discontinuous from 
each other. The relationship between the mother and the son is perhaps more close and 
intimate that their relationships with the father. The mother works as a reminder to the 
father: Nardi reminds him what is the true meaning of language, and under what specific 
conditions can this be achieved; the son completes, develops and renews what has been 
done or left behind by the father. With his speech and writing the father has destroyed the 
library and reconstruct a new poetic world, but there is another issue which hinders his 
progression: 
Haven't you forgot your virgin purpose, 
the language? 
What language? "The past is for those who 
lived in the past," is all she told me. 
Shh! the old man's asleep 
—all but for the tides, there is no river, 
silent now, twists and tums 
in his dreams . 
(Paterson 186) 
The "virgin purpose" of language—a quest for a rich and liberal language to express the 
present~is almost forgotten by the poet. He becomes a sleeping old man, and the roar of 
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the river—the speech symbolizing life and vividness, now only "twists and tums in his 
dreams." The speech only dwells in his dream, and the poet is too old to realize it in 
actual life. The poet is old, but there is someone in Paterson who could finish the task 
for him. In this context the son is the continuation and extension of the poet—Ginsberg 
is the son who makes his father's dream comes true. 
The renewal of Paterson takes place in a Ginsberg's letter in Book 4 part III. In 
the verse section the old poet is looking at a Paterson landscape painted in the eighteenth 
century; in the letter Ginsberg tells the poet he has visited the spot, but the landscape to 
him is not a connotation of the past~it does not carry any historical significance to the 
young poet. It has long been discovered and used in artistic creations, but the spot 
remains completely new to Ginsberg. The place is liberated from its past linkages when 
Ginsberg asks, “Do you know this part of Paterson7...I wonder if you have seen River 
Street most of all, because that is really the heart of what is to be seen" (Paterson 193). 
The landscape is no longer a spot discovered, used and exhausted in the past; it remains a 
place “to be seen," explored and reconstructed by the younger generation. In Book 5 
Ginsberg's letter becomes even redemptive to the old poet; his words become an asylum 
for imagination: 
So through art alone, male and female, a field of 
flowers, a tapestry, spring flowers unequaled 
in loveliness, 
through this hole 
at the bottom of the cavem 




Death used to be horrifying to the old poet, this explains why he needs the song o faman 
and a woman to make death "tolerable" in Book 3 (Paterson 107). But now death 
becomes less threatening: the old poet has stated in Book 4 part II: "Norman Douglas 
(South Wind) said to me, The best thing a/ man can do for his son, when he is bom, is to 
die" (Paterson 170). This decision may now seem unnecessary as imagination~the 
strength of a real and lively language is freed from the threat of death. The path which 
makes such an escape possible and successful leads to the associated prose section~a 
Ginsberg's letter. 
The first part of the letter shows how imagination, or the language escapes death 
and is now preserved and treasured by the younger poet: 
Thanks for your introduction. The book is over in England being printed, and will 
be out in July sometime. Your foreword is personal and compassionate and you 
got the point ofwhat has happened. You should see what strength & gaiety there 
is beyond that though. 
(Paterson 210) 
The words ofthe old poet become procreative: just like a mother giving birth to a child, 
the written introduction of the old poet accelerates the production of a new language~the 
publication of Ginsberg's poems. Imagination has escaped, perpetuated and crystallized 
in Ginsberg's publication. But what makes it most important is that such a redemption is 
realized on a local basis: unlike the other dogs which "have run out~after the rabbits" 
(Paterson 3) in the preface, Ginsberg, similar to the old poet, finds and digs the "musty 
bone" (Paterson 3 ) from the native earth: “I have NOT absconded from Paterson. I have 
a whitmanesque mania and nostalgia for cities and detail & panorama and isolation in 
jungle and pole, like the image you pick up" (Paterson 210-1). Ginsberg is now heading 
for the North Pole to write "great white polar rhapsodies," but he guarantees he will not 
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leave Paterson. The poetics of the older generation is preserved, practiced and renewed 
by the younger generation as illustrated in the association ofverse and prose. 
With the aid of the son the old poet is being rejuvenated. In Book 5 part III the 
painter Peter Bmeghel may serve as an incarnation of the old poet: time is irreversible 
and irretrievable, and the old poet cannot violate this natural law. Rejuvenation does not 
bring him back to the past, instead it is accomplished through the world of art. Peter 
Bmeghel has painted a picture ofNativity: “Peter Bmeghel, the elder, painted/ a Nativity, 
painted a Baby/ new bom!/ among the words" (Paterson 223). The identification of the 
poet and Bmeghel is realized through this particular painting: the painter has created a 
new bom baby, and this "baby" is in fact a piece of art work; the poet, through his 
lifelong struggle for a lively and everlasting language, is reinvigorated by his son~a 
person willing to continue the pursuit: 
一incredulous 
that there was so much fuss 
about such a simple thing as a baby 
bom to an old man 
out of a girl and a pretty girl 
at that 
(Paterson 224) 
Williams's announcement of “A WORLD OF ART/ THAT THROUGH THE YEARS 
HAS/ SURVIVED�.” (Paterson 207) is substantialized by his connection to the painter: the 
world ofart can never "survive" if it closes itself from the people, or if it is detached from 
the moment of the present. Art is truly survived when identification and interrelationship 
is established between the work and the individual. In the case of the poet Bmeghel 
becomes his speaker, and his painting becomes an articulation of the present: the birth of 
Jesus and the birth of Allen Ginsberg are being linked and integrated in the poem. 
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The making ofthe Paterson family is the way in which the poem can be renewed 
and revitalized. The mother, even though she may not be able to cross the boundary from 
the past to the present, is capable of governing and reminding the poet, and for most of 
the time her criticisms become the most strenuous stimulant to the task of the poet: what 
is the best language contributive to the identification between the self and things. To 
Nardi the first thing the poet should do is to ensure the unity between the language and 
the user, or else the speech or the written words are relegated to an emptiness—a 
meaningless rhetoric. This drives the poet to bum the library, and through the flame he 
has regained the unity with his writings. The poet has completed the destruction project, 
but it is mainly inspired by the mother. After the destruction the poet has to find the new 
meaning, and again this task is not done all by himself. Identification takes place 
between the father and the son: they shared essentially the same poetics, but the son is 
more eager to finish the task left behind by the father, and at the same time he wants 
something new, something which might not be conceived by the old poet. Through the 
son the future is secured; the poem—the language of the poet thus becomes renewable 




The connection between the self and the city in Williams's Paterson has been 
surveyed in the previous chapters from the following perspectives: the visual, the 
historical and the relationships between the members of the Paterson family. By taking 
up these three aspects together we observe the development and achievement of 
Williams's attempt in the poem: a totality embodying the progress of the interpenetration 
between the self and the city. The making of the self is tripartite: first of all, the eyes一 
the visual dimension~obtains the most immediate and intuitive connection between self 
and things, and this connection is elaborated through the interrelationship of image and 
caption; second, based on such immediacy and intuition the connection is deepened and 
configured in a chronological manner, and this constitutes the historicity of Paterson; 
third, the chronological development reaches the zenith in the library episode in Book 3: 
after the destruction of the library the self needs to create a new environment, and the 
relationships between the male, the female and the descendant become decisive and 
crucial in their realization. 
I call the visual dimension immediate and intuitive as it constitutes the first 
contact between self and things in the city of Paterson, and at the same time it marks the 
beginning of the search for a possible means or method contributive to the integration of 
the self and the city. A visual image, regardless of the intention of the viewer, is a piece 
of information captured through the eyes, or through the action of seeing. To make this 
piece of visual information significant and intelligible it is necessary for the poet to attach 
certain indications to the image, and these indications form the caption of an image. The 
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use of captions in the process of visualization implies the preliminary interaction of the 
self and the environment in Paterson: the things of the city are seen and rendered into a 
kind of visual materials; to make these materials meaningful the self needs a specific 
measure which defines his relationship with them. The caption is a suitable measure as it 
collaborates with Williams's poetics; this can be seen from two perspectives: first, 
Williams's ‘‘no ideas but in things" aims at preserving and elaborating the specificity and 
particularity of things, and the use of captions defines and directs a context of seeing 
without sacrificing the individual character of things. Roland Barthes reminds us that an 
image is insignificant if it is too meaningful一an image may have different connotations 
to different viewers at the same time; a caption functions as a given context to guide the 
action of seeing, and in tum suggest how a particular image would signify to the viewer. 
An image is a visual rendering of the external environment; and the use of caption is 
derived from the selfs participation in the reading and representation of the image. The 
juxtaposition of image and caption is therefore the foremost relationship between the self 
and the city established on a visual basis. 
The second aspect of captioning refers to interplay of the two elements. Besides 
ascribing a context to the image, the caption, within the visual contacts, provides an 
opportunity for the self to make the city personal and decipherable. This is a visual 
expression ofWilliams's localism: the bondage of caption and image further reiterates his 
devotion to a city close and familiar to himself—unlike the dogs running after the rabbits, 
the poet has chosen to dig a "musty bone" from the native land (Paterson 3). In other 
words, the juxtaposed image and caption shows the visual intimacy between the city and 
the self: a visual portrayal of things is equivalent to a narration of the self, and both 
9 4 
become a mutual embodiment of one another. This is the reason why visualization in the 
poem is partly treated as a photo-album: when people create a photo-album they do not 
simply put pictures there; instead captions indicating when, where or how they are taken 
are usually noted beside the pictures. This is how an image establishes a connection with 
the viewer within the context of a photo-album, and how the viewer, through the use of a 
caption, transforms the picture into a concrete entity of the self captured in a specific 
moment. If a caption is capable of specifying the context of an image, it would help to 
balance the visual encounter between the poet and Paterson. 
Williams has demonstrated another measure to tighten and deepen the visual 
encounter when it transforms the visual into the pattem of an illustrated book. The 
juxtaposition of image and caption already forms the basis for a deeper integration of the 
seer and the seen. The effects of illustration are mainly created by the typography of the 
poem. If we remember what Williams emphasizes in the relationship between a poet and 
his poem: ‘‘The poet thinks with his poem, in that lies his thought, and that in itselfis the 
profundity" {Autobiography 390-1), illustrations should be seen as a more intense 
expression of the interpenetration between the self and the city. The poem is the 
residence of the poet's mind; and typography becomes an articulation ofthe shape and the 
motion of the mind. The mind is shown, is visualized through different typographical 
features, but what is most important is that such visualization implies a closer contact 
between the self and the environment: as I have already discussed in Chapter 1, the 
juxtaposed image and caption show the participation of the self into the visibility of 
things, and this participation is elevated to the level of what Williams calls 
"verisimilitude" (Paterson xiv) through illustrations. Image and caption define the first 
9 5 
visual encounter of self and things; illustrations take a step further to make the two a 
visual equivalence一a portrayal of things becomes a visual revelation ofthe self. 
To visualize self and things in the pattem of photo-album and illustrations 
provides a foundation for a broader perspective in the poem, and this also marks the 
transition from the first to the second chapter. The poet has preliminarily established a 
visual contact with the city, but to set this contact in motion~"dispersal and 
metamorphosis" (Paterson 2) he needs another measure to enlarge and widen the scope 
upon which the interaction is based. History in this sense becomes a means to animate 
the connection on a chronological basis; this method should be approached in two 
directions: the synchronic and the diachronic. The synchronic works similarly to the 
juxtaposition of image and caption, but this time it is expressed in the form of verse and 
prose: a picture in a photo-album is a reminder~through the caption of an image a 
context is being inserted to define the meaning of an image and how it is conveyed to the 
viewer; the same follows in the use ofhistory in Paterson, and what makes the difference 
is the visual is being replaced by the chronological. History is being freed from its past 
fixations~~the context in which it is written—to enrich the things of the present. 
The association of the past and the present is realized in two aspects: first, to 
make history creative, vivid and relevant to the present its authority has to be destroyed. 
In Paterson this is done by separating the context and the content of history~similar to 
the signification of a text, history is fixed by the context of writing. To make history 
open-ended its original context has to be destroyed and renewed, and in Paterson the 
poem becomes a new context in which history is used and re-created; second, the 
particularity of things is preserved on a chronological basis—a thing not only exists as an 
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end in itself; through the insertion of time it is being extended into a co-existence ofpast 
and present, and this is exactly what I called simultaneity in the 2"^  chapter. Things are 
particularized and specified as chronological segments, and they add up to the micro-
history ofthe poem—a history of things implies the interactions of the city and the selfon 
a synchronic basis. The poem is neither the past nor the present, but a point of 
intersection where the two meets, interacts and eventually aggregates to a simultaneous 
totality. 
The horizontal or diachronic dimension of history, as I have stated earlier in the 
3rd chapter, is inseparable from a larger scope in Paterson: the making of the Paterson 
family. The horizontal progression of the poem is substantialized through the 
relationships between the father, the mother and the son. The first step which marks the 
beginning of the progress is taken by the male poet~the father of the family: his 
ignorance and negligence, as told by Nardi in her letters, induces the conflict between the 
opposite sexes. But this conflict tums out to be contributive to the making of the family, 
and in tum the development of the poem. Throughout her letters the female writer has 
brought out numerous complaints and suggestions: her tone remains hostile to the male 
poet, but such hostility tums out to be redemptive and significant to him. Nardi's letters 
draw the poet's attention to the importance of a real language: Williams is being accused 
of using a fake language to communicate with the female, and therefore all his 
communicative attempts are meaningless and deadlocked~~they are ended without a 
transmission and generation of meaning. 
The female's accusations pave the way to the destruction of the library in Book 3: 
to bum the library is to destroy the old language, and such an attempt is suggested by the 
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female. These accusations have brought forward another problem: the failure oflanguage 
entails the loss ofthe self. The destruction of the library becomes urgent and necessary as 
it has threatened the unity ofthe self: the library has widened the gap between the selfand 
the means of expression. To Nardi the male poet fails to discover and manipulate a 
language capable of revealing the true self, and therefore his words are "empty rhetoric" 
indicating the inconsistency between the self and the use of language. Fire becomes 
equivalent to writing: to write is to create, but before that writing must be used to destroy 
the barrier of communication. The fire destroys the library and such a destruction 
encourages and necessitates a quest for an appropriate language to express the genuine 
self. This accounts for the destructiveness and creativity of the fire, and also the 
inspiration and stimulation ofNardi's hostility. 
The unification of the self through a proper use of language is far from adequate 
in Williams's pursuit in Paterson. In other words, the diachronic progression ofthe poem 
has not reached its ultimate end in the destruction of the library. To avoid the self being 
tumed into another library in Paterson the poet needs to rely on another family member 
for that particular purpose. In the beginning the mother serves as the Muse oiPaterson— 
Nardi is a source of inspiration in the poem. But as I have discussed in the 3^ ^ chapter the 
letters of the mother and the son share a major difference: Nardi's letters keep on 
referring to the precedents一something which has happened, or is ignored by the male 
poet. From a chronological point of view the mother is attached to the past, but this 
privileges the mother with a broader and comprehensive view of the situation ofPaterson. 
The female writer is the wife who reminds and inspires her husband poet, even though 
their relationship remains imperfect at the end. The letters of Ginsberg~the son of 
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Paterson, moves on a direction opposite to the mother. In his letters Ginsberg mainly 
refers to things which are going to happen in the ftiture. Nardi and Ginsberg, even though 
they do not move on the same direction in their letters, represent two forces collaborating 
with one another to extend and enlarge the scope of the poem, and they have also 
constructed two important stages in the chronological development ofPaterson. 
The mother paves the channels for the poet to unify the self: she reminds him that 
the first step is to regain to the consistency between mind and language~~between what 
he thinks and what he writes. This inspires the poet to destroy the library—the barrier of 
communication in Paterson. Through interacting with the female the poet enters the first 
stage: a comprehensive awareness of the self, language and the relationship between the 
two ofthem. This makes Book 3 a response to the female, and especially to the problems 
raised in her letters. All Nardi's letters add up to the first stage in the chronology of 
Paterson, Her letters are used up to the end of Book 2, but this does not imply that her 
strength fades and eventually disappears in the poem. It is more likely to see that her 
strength has been passed on to another family member~the son of Paterson. From a 
chronological point of view the mother and the son may seem different to each other, but 
at the same time they share more or less the same responsibility: to redeem and illuminate 
the poet. The mother govems the poet to break through the confinements of 
communication; the son continues the task by renewing the poem~to ascribe a future to 
the development. 
After the destruction of the library the poet tums to create and invent new 
meaning and places it beside the flowing water (Paterson 145), and he has stressed that 
"the sea is not our home" {Paterson 199). Redemption and renewal is taken within the 
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context ofthe local city: unlike those who chase after the rabbit, the father and the son 
look for a musty bone from the native earth. The father has already explored the details 
of the city, but that does not imply that the city is completely exhausted and become 
obsolete—what has been explored and captured by the father remains completely new to 
the son. The renewal of the poem is achieved through the relationship between the son 
and the city: the son—the descendant of the poet father—has started a new encounter 
with the city, and what has been explored by the father is renewed and rejuvenated 
through the relationship with Ginsberg. The son thus perpetuates the discovery of the 
father. Seen in this light, the mother and the son are the two poles accelerating and 
extending the development of Paterson. 
In sum, then, from the visual encounter to the Paterson family as discussed and 
examined from the first to the third chapter, the poet engages himself in the process of 
deepening the interactions between the self and the city. The eyes obtain the first and 
preliminary encounter between the poet and the things of Paterson: through the 
juxtapositions of image and caption the poet and things are integrated, and the 
illustrations strengthen the "verisimilitude" between the self and the city—the verbal and 
the typographical constitute the visibility of things. The visual encounter paves the way 
to the historicity of the self and the city. But the history Williams uses in the poem is 
being deprived of its authority: history becomes a highly creative means when it becomes 
free and open-ended, and this is done by abolishing the context of its writing and 
composition. The interaction between the self and the city becomes a point of 
intersection of the past and the present; the simultaneity marks the zenith ofthe historical 
interpenetration~the self and the city are being brought to the level where the distinction 
100 
of the past and the present vanishes. In order to make such interactions renewable and 
perpetual the poet relies on two parties: Nardi and Ginsberg, as the mother and the son of 
the Paterson family. Through the associations of their letters and the verse of the poet 
Paterson is reinvigorated and rejuvenated—the contact between the self and the city is 
thus given the strength to keep on renewing and developing. Just like the river in 
Paterson, the self and the city keep on flowing in a place where the local and the 
universal, the past and the present, the masculine and the feminine, the senior and the 
junior get in touch with one another. 
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